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PART ONE 
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“Come away, O human child!

To the waters and the wild

With a faery, hand in hand,

For the world’s more full of weeping

than you can understand.”

––––––––
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“The Stolen Child” - W.B. Yeats
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THE ACORN
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On some days, missing her father was only background noise. On others, the hole he’d left behind sucked all the sound from the world around her.

Today was one of those silent days.

Kayla gazed out the window at the dull sky, her reflection blurred by the glass vibrating as the train rushed over the tracks. The image vanished as a ray of sunshine broke through the thick clouds, making Kayla squint. Her eyes took some time to adjust to the sudden brightness, but when they had, the train was already approaching the station.

“Kay, are you even listening?”

Turning away from the window, Kayla blinked at her friend Abby, who had her phone held out toward Kayla. “Did you see this? It’s a new club opening tonight,” Abby said. “We should go.”

Kayla frowned. “Can’t you ask Meghan?”

“No,” Abby said curtly. She took her phone back and shoved it into her handbag. Kayla glimpsed several textbooks, all dog-eared and worn, but that was what happened when you took a handbag to school. “Meghan’s not my best friend, is she? Besides, we didn’t go out for your birthday last week.”

Kayla hugged her backpack closer to her chest. “We went to the movies,” she said. “With popcorn and everything.”

Abby raised an eyebrow. “That’s not the same as partying. Anyway, I’ve got to get off.” Tossing back her long dark blonde hair, she leaned in for a hug. Kayla held on for a second, the scent of Abby’s coconut shampoo tickling her nose. 

“Text me if you change your mind,” Abby said. She stood and filed out of the train, waving at Kayla through the window.

Kayla watched Abby grow smaller and smaller as the train pulled out of the station. Once her friend was out of sight, Kayla took out her phone, scrolling up and down without reading any of the words. Her eyes stung with an exhaustion she couldn’t shake off.

People around Kayla rose to their feet as a crackling voice on the intercom announced their next stop and the train slowed down again. The platform was packed with commuters, impatiently waiting for the arriving train.

The brakes squealed, and the train came to a stop. As soon as the doors slid open, people pushed outside, while those waiting on the platform tried to squeeze inside. Kayla let her gaze wander over the crowd, taking in all the different people: short and tall, thin and thick, young and old, black and white. Unfamiliar faces. Except...

Kayla gasped.

Brown eyes, tousled russet hair. A face she hadn’t seen in years. As the platform cleared, her father turned the other way.

“Dad, wait!” She leaped to her feet. People cursed as she pushed her way through to the exit, her eyes fixed on her father out on the platform. He was heading toward the stairs. A voice sounded from the speakers, announcing their departure. Kayla pushed and shoved. 

“Dad!” She stumbled out of the train, the doors slamming shut the moment she stepped outside. The wheels of the train screeched as it left the station.

The platform had cleared. Kayla hurried over to the stairway where she’d last seen him and sprinted down the stairs, almost slipping on the last step. She skidded to a halt on the sidewalk.

Cars were rushing by, people walking along, but her father had disappeared. Heart thrumming in her chest, Kayla spun around, scanning the area. She could hardly breathe, and the rush of her blood was so loud in her ears that she couldn’t hear either.

Tears stung her eyes. She sank to the curb, hugging her trembling arms tight to her chest. After all this time, had it really been him?

It couldn’t have been him. He hadn’t been standing on that platform, just like he hadn’t been in the crowd of the St. Patrick’s Day Parade five years ago. Or in that restaurant back in her home town. Or at the lake where they went camping when she was younger.

It never was her father, just a ghost she kept chasing through the dark.

Kayla reached into her jacket pocket for her phone, but her fingers brushed something round and rough. She pulled it out and stared at the object in her hand. It was an acorn, larger than any she’d ever seen. Not that she’d held many acorns before.

Frowning, she looked up and down the streets, but the sidewalk was empty. As she twisted the acorn in her fingers, the cap came off, revealing a hollow inside. Stuffed within was some paper, which Kayla pried from it and unfolded.

For a second, the entire world stopped, shrouded in white noise, and Kayla stared at the paper in her hands. Only four words were scribbled on it.
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By the time Kayla had reached her home, rain was coming down in sheets, soaking her through to the bones. She climbed the front steps to their building, a red brick house they shared with three other families, and unlocked the door with shaking hands.

The hallway was warm, the smell of fresh linen wafting from the laundry room. Kayla ascended the stairs two steps at a time, the acorn still clasped in her hand. Once in their apartment, she slipped out of her sneakers, tossing them into a corner, and let her toes thaw on the carpet. She inhaled that familiar scent of home, a mixture of oranges and cleaning agents, and she almost forgot about everything that troubled her mind.

Then she went cold all over with the memory of her father’s face.

She moved through the apartment in a trance, first to her room to change her clothes, then to the bathroom to rub her hair dry with a towel. All the while, she held on to the acorn. If she left it out of sight for too long, it might vanish. Evaporate into thin air. And then the only clue she had would be gone.

Kayla pulled her black hair up into a messy bun. Her father used to brush her locks from her face when tucking her into bed. ‘My little princess,’ he’d called her.

It was odd to think about someone who’d been absent most of her life. Some memories were a blur, while others were vivid, as though someone had taken a snapshot of that moment and saved it for eternity. Her father tucking her in at night was one of those snapshot memories.

Kayla hurried back into her room, thinking of the time after he’d vanished. Back then, her mother had been busy making phone calls, talking to adults, and getting Theo to stop crying. Whenever her mother was looking the other way, Kayla snuck out of the house and into the forest.

It hadn’t been long until Kayla had discovered a ring of mushrooms—a faerie ring, her father had called them. Tiny lights popped up and danced inside the ring. It made Kayla think of the stories her father had told her.

Maybe he wasn’t dead. Maybe the Fair Folk took him.

Kayla pulled the door to her room shut. Her bedroom wasn’t spacious, but she liked that about it. Small stacks of books littered the nightstand, desk, and floor, and the door of her wardrobe was open, clothes spilling from it. She made her way toward the desk and kneeled to reach for the bottom drawer. It contained a few loose sheets of music, which she brushed aside to reach for the box underneath.

Kayla had labeled the cardboard box as ‘Old Diaries,’ hoping her mother would respect her privacy. With another glance back toward the door, Kayla opened the lid of the box and rifled through the notes.

Over the years, she’d collected pieces from the newspaper, printed out articles, and tiny notes she’d scribbled in a haste. She skimmed them now, wishing she’d somehow sorted them according to topic. An article called “Faeries—are they real?” was followed by a personal note, barely legible, that was something about ghosts haunting their relatives. 

None of the snippets referred to mysteriously appearing acorns.

Kayla reached the bottom of the box. With a sigh, she closed it again and put it back in its hiding spot. She took the acorn out, considering it, when the front door slammed shut. 

Footsteps carried down the hallway, followed by the voice of her little brother. “Kayla, are you home?”

“Yeah, coming.” Once the acorn was back in the pocket of her hoodie, she went into the living room.

“You’re home early, Theo,” she said. “Everything all right?”

He looked up at her from the sofa and shrugged. “I’m fine.”

“No, you’re not.” She sat beside him and reached out a hand to brush back his messy brown hair. The area around his right eye had a purplish color and his eyelid was swollen. “What happened?”

He flipped his head back, his hair falling into his eyes again. “It was stupid,” he said. “I didn’t pay attention to the game for a second and then the ball hit me. The coach sent me to the nurse. She said I should go home and rest.”

“It needs some ice on it,” Kayla said. She stood, went over to their kitchenette, and retrieved a bag of peas from the freezer. “Here, hold this to your eye.” 

Theo took the bag and dabbed his closed eye, wincing. “I’ll have to sit on the bench for the next game... I don’t think the coach likes me much.”

“You only joined the team two weeks ago,” Kayla said. “It takes time to get good at it. And you’ll make an excellent baseball player one day. Trust me.” She reached out to ruffle his hair. He groaned, shooting her a one-eyed glare.

He lowered the bag of frozen peas. “You can’t know that.” 

“But I do,” Kayla said. “It’s in your blood, you know. Dad played baseball for years and he was fantastic at it.” As she mentioned their father, she braced for the usual throbbing in her hollow chest. This time, there was a flutter in her stomach instead. 

Theo bowed his head. “I wish he’d been here to teach me.”

She watched her brother press the peas to his face once more. He was growing so fast and starting to resemble their father, a man he had never known, and yet they shared the same brown eyes and the same stubborn frown.

When their father had vanished, Theo had been too young to feel grief. Too young to understand that something was missing from his life. Kayla ached to tell him about today, to show him the acorn. But Kayla wouldn’t burden him with the hope she’d felt all those years. She would bring their father back once and for all.

“You know,” Theo said, “you always tell such great stories about him. It makes me miss him.”

Kayla straightened up. “Do you want me to stop?”

Theo peered at Kayla with his one good eye. “No, never. You’re the only one who talks about him.”

“Because I think you should know.” And because their dad wasn’t dead. She nearly crushed the acorn between her fingers.

“Thanks,” he said and scooted closer to hug her.

Kayla held on as long as he let her. When he pulled away, he gave her that stubborn frown before pressing the peas to his eyes again, and Kayla smiled.

“Are you hungry?” she asked.

“Starving. You think Mom would be okay with us having mac and cheese?”

“Sure,” Kayla said. “I’ll fix us some.” She was only halfway to the kitchenette when a soft click sounded and the front door opened.

“I’m home early,” their mother called, “and I brought some pizza.”

Kayla stopped in her tracks and turned around to her mother, forcing a smile. “Great!”

A few minutes later, they sat at their kitchen table, each with a plate of pizza and a can of soda. Theo recounted his story of the day while they ate.

“And then the ball hit me right in the eye.” He pointed at it with a finger, the only one that wasn’t yet smeared with tomato sauce. “I dropped to the ground like this.” He let one hand drop onto the table with a thud.

“The next time you’re playing, you need to be more careful,” their mother said. “Promise me that?”

Theo nodded his head. “Promise.” He gobbled down the last bite of his pizza. “Can I play with my Nintendo now?”

“One hour. I’ll come check on you later.”

He dashed out of the room without another look back.

Kayla’s mother hid a smile behind her slice of pizza. Then, she turned to Kayla. “Honey, you haven’t eaten much,” she said. “Are you all right?”

“I’m not that hungry,” Kayla said, glancing sidelong at her mother. She was wearing her brown hair loose today, and her gray-blue eyes looked more lively than usual. Kayla noticed that her mother had put on eyeshadow, which she only did on very special occasions, and Kayla wondered where her mother had gone after work. Not that she would tell Kayla if she asked.

No other face was as familiar to Kayla, yet more and more often, looking at her mother felt like looking at a stranger. Kayla averted her gaze, staring at the untouched slice of pizza on her plate.

“I can see there’s something on your mind,” her mother said. “You know you can talk to me about anything.”

Except the one thing Kayla wanted to talk about.

Her mother placed a hand on Kayla’s and Kayla flinched back, covering up the sudden movement by tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “I’m fine,” she said. “Mind if I stay at Abby’s tonight?”

“Tonight? I thought the three of us could watch a movie together.” Her mother leaned closer, offering a bright smile.

“Abby needs my help with an English essay,” Kayla said as she stood. “We can always watch a movie another night, right?”

Her mother took a moment to respond. “Yes, sure. Text when you get there, okay? Will you be back for lunch tomorrow?”

“I’ll let you know,” Kayla called, already halfway down the hallway. She stopped in front of Theo’s room and peered inside, but he was too engrossed in his game to notice her. After putting on her sneakers, still wet, and grabbing her backpack, she slipped out of the apartment.
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MORE THAN CHANCE ENCOUNTER
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It had been some time since Fay last visited Chicago—or since she’d been to this world. Cool fall wind tugged at her hair and clothes as she hurried across the Millennium Park and toward the nearest subway station. No matter how long she stayed away, she would always remember the L train and the sharp wind off Lake Michigan. They were old friends greeting her and for a moment, as she stood at the crossroads, a feeling of warmth spread through her.

The light at the crosswalk switched to green and the flow of people carried her to the other side. She walked in a daze and suddenly the city felt less like an old friend and more like a recurring nightmare.

A car to her right honked. Fay flinched, startled by the unusual noise. She’d forgotten how loud Chicago was, and the air was stale and smelled of exhaust.

Another gust of wind swept across Chicago, carrying along a drizzle of rain. Fay drew her jacket closer around her. She’d put on a floaty black dress and a denim jacket, something she thought humans would wear in the summer, but she’d misjudged the weather. It was never easy to tell what season you were heading into when coming to this realm. Luckily, Fay didn’t get cold as fast as humans did.

She reached the subway stop and rifled in her jacket pocket for her ticket. Or at least what she would use as a ticket. She pulled out a large leaf she’d plucked from a tree, cast a quick Glamor, and pressed it against the scanner. With a peep, she was admitted.

She filed onto the platform with the other commuters. No one was paying much attention to her, which was a nice change for once. Back at the court, Fay was often the center of attention. And if she bowed to the queen’s wishes, she’d be of even more interest.

Not if she could find the girl first.

Fay took out the stone the queen had given her. It was opaque, about the size of an egg, and it fit smoothly into her hand. Deep pulses emanated from it in a slow, rhythmic pattern. She turned south and the pulsing faded, but when she faced north, it gave off powerful beats. She was on the right track then. The train rolled into the station and Fay got on. As it rushed north, the beating of the stone grew more intense. At one stop, the beating got so fast that Fay pushed through the crowd and out of the train seconds before the door shut again. 

Using the same technique as before, she walked up to each crossroad, turned each direction, and followed the one that the stone indicated. Even after all the time she’d spent at the court, she didn’t fully grasp what made the stone work. It was a kind of magic she hadn’t seen before. One that only the queen had access to.

On and on Fay went, houses and unknown faces flashing past her, but even without looking, she knew where she was heading. The area around Lincoln Park Zoo had always been one of her favorites. Years ago, when she was little.

The stone was now beating fast and hard; it was hot to the touch. Fay turned a corner and hurried down a one-way street with brick houses. One last beat and the stone fell quiet.

She had found it.

Fay faced the two nearly identical houses. Both were two-story red brick houses with eight white windows and a white front door. One of them had a bare yard, the other white gardenias and wild ivy.

The stone in her hand responded to the house with the flowers.

As Fay stood there gazing at the front door, she realized how flawed her plan was. When the queen had pressed the stone into her hand, Fay had been so relieved to have been offered a chance to escape her looming responsibilities. The queen had explained how to use the stone and Fay nodded along, eager to get going.

Now she’d reached her destination and had no idea what the next step was. But she knew her mission: locate the girl, bring her to the court. It couldn’t be that hard. After all, Fay had a few useful skills at her disposal.

She drew closer, glancing at each window. All of them were draped with curtains, making it impossible to see inside. There was a doorbell right next to the door. Four buttons with four different names.

Brown

Stein

Whittemore

Ramirez

Fay took the last step up to the front door and ran a finger along the names. She could just press one of those buttons and ask whoever picked up. But that would require her to know the name of the person she was after.

The stone was the only clue she had.

With a sigh, Fay leaned against the wall. She shouldn’t have come alone. Her friends would find a way, probably by breaking and entering. But they would have also stopped her from coming here at all. Maeve would have thought the whole thing was stupid, and Nooa would have nodded in quiet agreement with Maeve, as usual.

Fay straightened, shaking her head. No, it was a good idea she’d come alone. She could do this. She would just ring one name and—

The door flew inward with such force that Fay staggered back a step. A person shot out of the house and crashed right into her.

They both collapsed to the ground, Fay onto her back and the other person on top of her. She caught a whiff of rosemary and lavender, then the weight on her was gone.

“Oh god, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

“Don’t worry.” Fay scrambled to her feet, dusting debris off her dress. Her left elbow felt a bit sore, but that would be fine once she returned to the court.

Her assailant was kneeling on the ground. It was a girl about Fay’s age, her face hidden by long black hair. She was holding her backpack, surrounded by an array of things that had fallen from it. Fay glimpsed a notepad, some pens, a wallet, a charger for a phone, an acorn—

The girl grabbed it and stuffed it into her backpack.

“I’m very sorry,” she said. Once she’d returned all the things to her bag, she stood and glanced at Fay. “Are you okay?”

Fay noticed the girl’s gorgeous blue eyes. They were deep blue, like the depth of the sea.

“I’m fine,” Fay said, her mind grappling for a plan. She’d dropped the stone when the girl crashed into her and there was no time to search for it now. But that girl was carrying an acorn with her, so chances were good she was the one. “You live here?”

The girl wasn’t even listening. “Again, I’m sorry,” she said, turned on her heels and bolted.

Fay itched to race after her. This was her one shot! It had to be the girl. Cursing, Fay dropped to her knees. “Where did that stupid stone go?” Her hands searched the grass, finding stones that weren’t hers, until they closed around one that pulsed. Before the girl could vanish out of sight, Fay set into motion.
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FAIR FOLK
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As soon as Kayla was on the bus, she flipped out her phone and texted Abby. On my way.

Then, she opened her browser. Her thumb was hovering over the search bar for a few seconds when a message popped up. Her mom, asking if Kayla wanted to go to the movies tomorrow. Kayla swiped the message away and returned to her search.

Where do faeries live?

After some scrolling and clicking, she found an online version of a book called A Treasury of Irish Fairy and Folk Tales. She scanned the document. One line read, “Faeries are deenee shee or fairy people. Who are they?”

That wasn’t helpful.

Kayla tucked a strand of wet hair behind her ear and kept scrolling. Another headline caught her attention. “T’yeer-na-n-oge.” She brought the phone closer to her face.

“There is a country called Tír-na-nÓg,” it read, “which means the Country of the Young, for age and death have not found it. According to many stories, Tír-na-nÓg is the favorite dwelling of the faeries.”

It did not mention where to find such a place.

Kayla locked the screen of her phone with a sigh. She racked her brain for any clue her father had given her in his stories, but she couldn’t remember him ever mentioning where the faeries lived. He’d always said they were everywhere in nature—in the forest, at lakes, up in the mountains. She’d looked in all those places when she was growing up and she never saw any faeries.

Except the night her father had disappeared. Kayla shuddered at the memory of the spectral woman crying in their old garden. She hadn’t been a faerie but she hadn’t been human either.

Maybe Ms. Pinderhughes would know something about acorns and faeries. The elderly lady owned a bookshop that had many books on folklore, but Kayla would have to wait, because the shop was already closed for the day.

When she got off the bus a few stops later, she noticed a twinge in her ankle and cursed herself for crashing into that girl earlier. She hurried two blocks down the street, approached a tall apartment building, and rang the doorbell.

“Abs, it’s me.” 

The intercom buzzed. Kayla entered and took the elevator up to the fifth floor. She stopped in front of the door with the sign Welcome at the McCoys and waited. One... two... and three.

The door flung open, and Abby welcomed Kayla with a frown at her wet shoes. “Do I smell coffee on you?”

“Huh? Yeah, I had some before coming here.”

Abby pursed her lips. “You could’ve brought me a latte.” She vanished into the apartment. 

Kayla took off her shoes and followed her friend down the hall and into her room. “Abs, I’m sorry I forgot. I wasn’t thinking...”

Abby spun around, her eyes narrowing on Kayla. “Spill it.”

“Spill what?”

“You know what I’m talking about. You said you couldn’t come over, so what changed?”

Kayla froze. The acorn in her backpack felt like it weighed a ton. “Plans can change, right?”

Perhaps Abby hadn’t heard her. She went to sit on her bed, crossed her legs and then her arms, and glowered up at Kayla. Her brown eyes darkened with a fury that Kayla knew wasn’t real. But just the idea of upsetting Abby caused Kayla to cave in.

“I didn’t feel like being at home,” she said.

Abby’s frown softened. “Did you have an argument again?”

Kayla slumped down on the bed next to Abby, hands folded in her lap. She knew she should just tell Abby, who always managed to cheer her up, but she also knew that Abby was a realist who didn’t believe in faeries. Last time Kayla had thought she’d seen her dad, Abby had been comforting, but she’d also insisted it had been her eyes playing tricks on her. 

“I know you miss him,” Abby had said. “But he is dead. And the dead don’t come back.” 

Kayla grabbed one of the fuzzy pillows sprawled out on Abby’s bed. “It doesn’t matter, really. Can I stay here tonight?” she asked. She would head to Ms. Pinderhughes’s bookstore first thing in the morning.

“Of course! But you can’t stay away from home forever. You know that, don’t you?”

“Yeah. Thanks.”

Silence fell over the room while Kayla plucked at the fringes of the pillow. Then Abby leaped off the bed. “I know just the thing for us!” She beamed at Kayla before striding over to her closet.

Kayla sat up. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” Something black came flying Kayla’s way, hitting her right in the face. A shiny, almost translucent piece of clothing rested in her lap. “Abby, I’m not doing this.” She launched off the bed, dropping the shirt. 

Her friend peeked around the door of the closet. “You sure are. I will not miss out on another great club, you hear me? Besides, there’ll be plenty of hot guys who’ll make you forget all about your mother.”

Kayla raised an eyebrow at Abby.

“Or hot girls. Whatever you feel like tonight.” She winked, and Kayla blushed.  

“Even if I agreed to this, you know I don’t like to wear things like that.”

Abby sighed. “Seriously, Kay, you shouldn’t worry.”

“Can’t you at least give me something with a little more fabric?” Kayla picked up the shirt again. “This doesn’t seem right.”

“Fine.” Abby disappeared into the depths of her closet again to retrieve a pair of high heels. “Don’t worry. These are for me. I’ll find you another shirt and then we’ll fix your hair.”

“What’s wrong with my hair?”

But Abby had already vanished into the bathroom.

[image: image]

An hour later, Kayla and Abby rode a crammed L train toward the Loop. The air was heavy with sweat and cheap perfume, and Kayla tugged at the hem of the dress Abby had forced her to wear. It was a desperate attempt to gain a few inches of length.

“Kay, you look amazing,” Abby said. “The mascara brings out the blue in your eyes.” She fluttered her glittered eyelashes at a boy squeezing past them. He grinned back at her, because no boy could resist Abby’s doe eyes or flawless golden-brown skin.

Kayla was as pale as moonlight.

“I look ridiculous,” Kayla said, blinking. Her eyelashes were sticking together and blurring her vision. “Did you have to do my hair?” She tried to cover her ears with her dark curls, but Abby had tied it into such a tight braid there was no way of loosening it.

Abby gave Kayla’s hand a tap. “Stop it. You’re ruining my masterpiece.”

Despite the harsh tone, Abby smiled and reached down to the nape of Kayla’s neck. Kayla felt a pinch as Abby removed a few bobby pins and her hair came tumbling down her back.

“Thanks,” Kayla mumbled.

“I don’t get why you won’t wear your hair up, though.”

Kayla didn’t want to have that conversation again, and Abby knew better than to expect a response. So Abby changed the topic to how she hoped to run into Matt, the quarterback for their football team, and how Kayla would have to be her wingman. Kayla hated that part. She always got stuck with the boring guy.

Kayla’s phone buzzed, and she took it out to find another message from her mom.

Movies in the afternoon?

She typed a quick Sounds good before shoving the phone back into the tiny beaded bag Abby had insisted she take. She already longed for her spacious backpack.

“It’s your mom, isn’t it?” Abby asked.

“No.” Kayla tried to tug her dress down again. “Maybe.”

“You can’t avoid her forever.”

Kayla slumped her shoulders. “I know. But I can for a while.”

“You’ll work it out. You always have,” Abby said. “This is our stop.”

People pushed toward the exit and Kayla followed the throng, holding on to Abby’s hand. Out on the streets, a wave of fresh air, smelling sweet after the rain, welcomed them. The night sky had cleared over the last hour and was now hazy with the orange glow of city lights.

“It’s right down this way,” Abby said. They continued walking, apparently in the same direction as everyone else who had been on the train.

A tall building rose in front of them, and its many windows reflected the city lights back on the people lining up.

“Isn’t this great?” Abby said as they took their place in line. The heavy beats from the club carried outside, filling the streets with dull thumps.

“I guess so.” Kayla glanced at a group of boys swaying back and forth and singing at the top of their lungs, and she found herself humming along.

Sooner than she’d expected, she and Abby reached the entrance to the club and Kayla rummaged in her bag for her fake ID. The bouncer scanned it twice before letting her pass. 

Inside, the club was gloomy and packed with people. Kayla clutched Abby’s arm like a baby sloth clinging to its mother. Abby dragged her straight onto the dancefloor, where people were swaying to the music blaring from the speakers. The mist being pumped into the room made it difficult for Kayla to see and move around. She eventually found herself in the middle of a dancing crowd, nothing but strange faces staring at her.

Somewhere along the way, she’d lost Abby.

“Excuse me. Sorry. May I?” she said as she tried to press through the crowd. But people were shoving her, and then she was elbowed in the side.

That was enough.

Kayla stopped, only to be pushed back a few inches by a couple dancing so close that she feared she’d soon be a witness to something very intimate. She ducked just in time as another elbow came flying her way.

The song faded out and was replaced by a voice speaking into a microphone. The fog cleared, people slowed, and Kayla could finally see where she was standing.

“Good evening, ladies and gents!” a voice called, and many answered by pumping their fists into the air and making hooting noises. “Welcome to the Midsummer Night Bar, the place to be tonight. And now, I’m thrilled to announce our opening band, Song of Fili.” 

More shouts erupted from the crowd as people clapped and cheered. Kayla stood on tiptoes to get a glimpse of the stage, where a group of five men were preparing their instruments; one of them moved forward to talk into the microphone.

Kayla pushed through the crowd while they were distracted by the band warming up, and she headed whichever direction would lead her out of that mess.

When the band struck the first chord, people around Kayla broke into motion, drawing her back into the crowd once more.

Not again.

As she struggled to move forward, someone tapped her on the shoulder.

“Would you like to dance?”

Kayla whirled around, a rebuff already forming on her lips, but she stopped as her gaze found the person who had spoken. The blond-haired girl had unusual, mesmerizing green eyes and a gorgeous smile.

Maybe Abby had been right and this was just the distraction she needed.

“I would,” Kayla heard herself say.

The girl reached out a hand, which Kayla accepted in a daze, and they began to dance. Kayla was more or less jerking her limbs to the odd tune that the band played, while the other girl moved with a light-footed grace. Unlike Kayla, she appeared entirely comfortable in her black dress and denim jacket.

The girl leaned in closer. “What’s your name?” she asked.

“Kayla. And yours?”

The girl smirked. “Ava.”

“Have you been in this club before?” She realized at once how stupid that question had been, considering it was opening night. So she sucked at dancing and making conversations.

“No,” Ava said. “I’m not from the city.”

“Oh, where are you from?”

“You wouldn’t know it.”

A guitar solo from the stage filled the air.

“What did you say?” Kayla shouted into Ava’s ear.

“Do you want to go outside?” 

“What?!”

“Outside?!” 

Kayla scanned the crowd for Abby, but all she could see were blurry shapes engulfed in an artificial fog. She glanced back at Ava, at her luminous green eyes. Kayla had never been spoken to by such a beautiful girl. Surely, Abby would understand...

“Okay, let’s go!” Kayla said.

Ava’s smile was lit up by multicolored lights. She turned and led the way through the crowd, which seemed to part for Ava. They passed the bouncer and stepped outside, into the cool night.

Kayla sucked in a gulp of air.

“Much better,” Ava said. “Should we walk a bit?” She held out a hand to Kayla, who took it without hesitation.

As they walked along the sidewalk, Kayla tried not to stare at Ava. Something about this girl was... different. Her green eyes shimmered like emeralds, and her white skin was almost too pure to be real, but there was an edginess to her face. As if she was slightly older than she looked.

Ava tipped her head and their eyes met. Blushing, Kayla averted her gaze. Then Ava tugged at Kayla’s hand and pulled her into a side alley.

Kayla cried out. “What are you doing?”

The streetlights barely reached into the alley and Ava disappeared in the shadows, taking Kayla along with her. She spun Kayla around, pushing her up against the wall. Kayla’s foot hit something on the ground and she gasped. Ava was so close now that Kayla could smell her mossy, flowery scent, like a forest after a fresh burst of rain.

Ava lifted a hand and caressed Kayla’s cheek with her fingertips, slightly trembling. Kayla shivered too, and as Ava came closer, Kayla let her eyes travel across the face in front of her, soaking it all up.

What was it about this girl?

And then Kayla noticed it. Poking out between the strands of Ava’s pale blond hair were the tips of sharply pointed ears.

Kayla shoved Ava away.

“What’s wrong?”

Heart racing, Kayla searched Ava’s face, her pointed ears, her bright eyes, and the shape of her jaw and cheekbones. Her skin was perfectly white and showed no apparent trace of age. Was this another dream?

It couldn’t be, because Kayla saw Ava’s chest rise and fall with heavy breaths, and her blond hair blowing in the wind. Ava was as real as any person Kayla had ever met.

“What are you?”

“I think you already know the answer,” Ava said. She spoke with a haughty tone of voice now, no longer flirtatious. “After all, you carry a faerie acorn with you.”

Kayla clasped one hand on her borrowed bag. She could feel the rough outline of the acorn through it. “How do you know about that?”

“I saw it earlier. At your house.”

“Are you stalking me?” Kayla’s loud voice rang through the alley. She pressed her back flat against the wall, the coolness of the bricks seeping through her thin dress. “What do you know about the acorn?”

“Only that you have it,” Ava said. She stood still as a statue, her arms stiff at her side and her face nearly motionless. “Who gave it to you?”

“Probably one of your people if it’s a faerie acorn,” Kayla said. Something snapped into place then, and her grip on the bag tightened. “And you’ll help me find that person.”

Ava raised an eyebrow. “Why would I do that?” 

Kayla pushed off the wall and glared up at Ava, who was just a few inches taller. Seconds ago, Kayla had been about to kiss her; now all she could think about was her father. If Ava was a faerie—if the stories were really true—then there was a chance to find him after all. 

But Kayla never had time to answer.

Something shattered in the alley’s depth, like a mirror breaking into a million pieces. Another loud thump shook the ground. Kayla and Ava spun toward the source of the sound, but there was nothing but darkness.

A disembodied growl echoed off the walls. Kayla ducked with a yelp as bags of garbage came flying her way. Her vision was obscured by all the objects hurtling through the air, broken china, rotten fruits, plastic wrappers. She tried to stand and was shoved aside. Something moist that reeked of rotten eggs cushioned her downfall.

She staggered back onto her feet, trying to find her bearings. When the dust settled, it revealed Ava, spinning and twisting, with something short and pointed clutched in her hand. 

A gigantic boar charged at Ava.
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Kayla’s first instinct was to cry out. Even without having seen a boar before, she knew this one was different. It had gold-bristled fur and long golden tusks, and it had to have been at least twice the size. It growled as it dashed forward.

Ava spun her weapon, stabbing at the beast, but it only grunted and continued to shake its head, its tusks missing her by an inch. Ava leaped to the side, hair flying, and chanced another attack.

Kayla forced her eyes away from Ava. The ground was scattered with all kind of debris, and in a huge pile of refuse Kayla found an old rusted pipe. She seized it and plunged forward.

“No!” Ava called, but it was already too late.

With a tight grip on her makeshift weapon, Kayla jumped up onto the boar’s back. She struggled to hold on while she battered the beast’s head with the broken piece of pipe.

The boar stopped going after Ava and tossed its head from right to left in confusion, howling at Kayla’s every hit. But as soon as it realized where the attacks were coming from, it bucked.

Kayla clung to its fur.

“You need to get off it! Now!” Ava cried. She came back into sight, thrusting her dagger into the boar’s left leg. It howled, its body convulsing.

Kayla was flung off the boar and landed hard on her back, the impact knocking the air out of her lungs. The beast’s heavy panting grew louder, and Kayla, unable to pull onto her feet, crawled backward, away from the noise. She saw Ava sprinting to catch up with the boar, but she wasn’t fast enough.

The tip of the boar’s tusk cut through the sleeve of Kayla’s left arm. She wailed with pain, rolling to the side. The ground underneath her vibrated as the boar’s tooth connected with the concrete.

“Get away from her, filthy beast.”

Ava whirled around with the weapon in her hand and the boar groaned. Drops of blood seeped from the gash at its side. As the boar retreated, it knocked over one of the containers and spilled rotten garbage.

Once the beast had disappeared down the far end of the alley, Kayla sat up, her head heavy and her arm throbbing.

“Hurry. It might come back,” Ava said, sinking to her knees at Kayla’s side. She sucked in a breath through clenched teeth. “It hurt you.”

Kayla stared at Ava. Her dress was ripped, revealing most of her right thigh, and dirt and blood covered her face. Ava leaned in closer and pushed aside the torn fabric of Kayla’s cardigan. Underneath it, the flesh was cut in a straight line, and Kayla’s stomach turned to jelly at the sight of it.

“We need to take care of this,” Ava said. “There could have been poison on the boar’s tusk, and if that’s the case, you have to come with me right away.”

“What? No!” Kayla said. She gaped at her wound, then at Ava. “I’m not going anywhere with you, maybe to a hospital, but I don’t even know who you are.” She gestured down the alley with a nudge of her head. “Or what that was.”

Ava frowned. “There’s no time for this now.” In one swift motion, Ava retrieved something out of her jacket pocket and clasped her hand over Kayla’s mouth. Kayla struggled against Ava’s grip, but to no avail. A strange and wonderful smell wound its way up Kayla’s nose, like all the flowers of the world combined.

The edges of Ava’s face blurred, as if she was paint on a canvas that was smudged by the strokes of a brush. Only her emerald eyes remained clear in focus.

Then Kayla’s whole being was overwhelmed by a dazed sensation.
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THIRTEEN YEARS AGO...
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“Come sit with me, sweetie. I’ll tell you another story.” 

Kayla skipped across the room to her father. “About the faeries, Daddy?” she asked. 

“Yes,” he said with a laugh. He lifted her up onto his lap, hugged her to his chest, and kissed the top of her head. Then, gently rocking back and forth, he began to talk. 

“Once, there was a little boy who lived in a village in Scotland,” he said. “His house stood near a moor which no one was allowed to cross or even come close to. They said it was haunted by ghosts. Others thought it belonged to the faeries. And some people did not believe in such nonsense at all.

“But not this little boy. One night, he snuck out onto the moor and there he saw the most beautiful creature. It was a woman with skin as pale as the moonlight and hair like pure gold. She floated across the moor and sang a tune so fair and sweet that it could break your heart.

“Then she spied the boy. ‘Oh, what a lovely tiny human you are,’ she said. ‘Have you ever danced with a faerie?’

“The boy was so struck by her beauty he could not speak. He held out his hand, and she took it. Together they danced across the moor, all throughout the night. His feet didn’t feel sore even once.

“When dawn broke, the faerie woman leaned down to the boy. ‘I have to return to my lands now,’ she said. ‘Will you be waiting here for me?’

“The boy nodded eagerly. The faerie woman breathed a kiss on his cheek and vanished.

“From that night onward, the boy went to the moor every night of his childhood and every night of his youth, but the faerie woman never returned. The night before his thirtieth birthday, he went to the moor again. ‘One last time,’ he told himself.

“And there she was! His beloved faerie! Once more they danced throughout the night. When the sun rose, he said, ‘I wish you would stay.’ 

“‘It is what I desire,’ she said. ‘But it pains me. If I were to stay with you, I would have to watch you grow old and die. I, however, would remain forever young. I could not be without you anymore.’

“‘Then take me with you!’ the man said. ‘Can’t I live in your world?’

“Instead of answering, the faerie woman smiled and took him by the hand. They vanished through the moor and into the lands of the faeries.

“The family of the man found him a few months later, wandering the moor. He was calling out the name of a woman nobody knew and asked about his children, but everyone assured him that he had none. He insisted that he had spent at least ten years with the faeries. 

“But no one believed him. And so he kept going out onto the moor every night until his death, searching for his faerie wife and children.”

Kayla gazed up at her father with big eyes. “He didn’t find them?”

“No,” he said. “It’s an honor to dwell with the faeries, you know. One that has to be paid for.”

Goosebumps broke out on Kayla’s arms. She snuggled up closer to her father. “Did you ever see a faerie, Daddy?”

“That’s a story for another night.” Her father smiled, but Kayla thought he somehow looked sad. “It’s time for bed now, sweetie.”

He lifted her up, carried her over to her bed, and tucked her in.

“But Daddy,” Kayla said, “you would never dance with the faeries, because they could take you too... and I don’t want you to leave me.”

He sat on the edge of her bed. “I would never want to leave you. But...” He took her small hand into his big one. “If we should ever be separated, don’t worry about me. I will always find a way back to you. I promise. Now, sleep tight, sweetie. I love you.” Her father leaned in for another kiss on her head.

“I love you too, Daddy.”
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A PLAN UNFOLDING
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Fay stepped out into the corridor and shut the door behind her. For a second, she stood still, taking deep breaths. She shifted her weight from one leg to the other. If only there was time for a break... She wanted to get rid of her torn dress and wash the boar’s blood off her face. It had to wait.

Fay glanced down the corridor. The first time she’d been in the Citadel, it was like stepping into a fairytale. Long hallways with golden floors, grand staircases, clear ceiling-to-floor windows, and colorful flower arrangements everywhere. It was immaculate. She wondered if one day it would stop feeling so surreal.

With a sigh, Fay released the doorknob. She strode briskly down the corridor, ignoring the twinge in her left leg. A leather scabbard holding her dagger was strapped to her thigh, which was numb after all the hours of wearing it. It was as uncomfortable as the tight denim jacket, but Fay would never part with her dagger. She’d never leave her room without it. 

She drew up to a massive two-winged door, flanked by two knights in shiny golden armor. They both bowed their heads, then swung the door open for her to enter. The vast room was fitted with the same golden tiles, melded together to form a singular smooth surface, and flowers of all colors bloomed on the walls. At the opposite end of the entrance was a large window, spanning the entire height and width of the room. It offered a view of the land below. The rolling hills of the Seelie Court were dotted with tiny houses and traversed by a winding river, sparkling silver in the morning sun.

Fay eyed the empty throne on the podium.

“Princess Fay, she is waiting for you in the council room,” a low voice said. It was a voice that Fay would recognize even in her sleep.

“Chancellor Pwyll,” Fay said with a nod toward the man to her left. He wore the same armor as the knights out front, a breastplate formed from overlapping golden leaves, and a sword attached to his belt. His silver hair was braided away from his face.

Pwyll gestured to the door beside him and Fay followed him into the council room. As in the throne room, an entire wall was composed of clear glass. The other walls displayed decorative weapons with shiny blades. The gemstones embedded in their hilts caught the sunlight, throwing dancing spots on the round wooden table.

Seated in a high-backed chair at the far end of the room was Queen Ophira. Her white dress, embroidered with green and gold curlicues, flowed around her like a cloud. She wore her golden hair loose, the curls only held back by the crown resting on her head.

Fay’s gaze hovered on the stone embedded in the crown before lowering to meet Ophira’s cool blue-green eyes. They were widened in shock.

“Are you hurt?” she asked.

“No, I am fine,” Fay said. Pwyll remained standing by the door as Fay sat opposite the queen. No matter how many times Fay faced the queen like this, it always caused a prickle up and down her spine. “But we were attacked. By a boar.”

Ophira closed her eyes for a moment, taking a measured breath, and asked, “You found the girl, then?” 

Fay reached into her jacket and retrieved two objects which she placed on the table. The sunlight glinted off the opaque stone. In contrast to its brilliant colors, the acorn looked dull and out of place.

“Yes. Her name is Kayla Whittemore,” Fay said. “She was carrying this faerie acorn when I found her, but she claims she does not know who sent it.” For a second, Fay was back in that alley, closer to Kayla than she had planned, her deep blue eyes narrowing on Fay as she hissed, ‘What are you?’

Fay cleared her throat. “I do not think she was lying. But... she could see me, without my Glamor.”

Ophira leaned back in her chair. “I thought she might have that ability. Anything else you learned about her?”

“No,” Fay said. “But I know what she is looking for. It is in the acorn.”

Ophira held out a hand and Pwyll took the acorn to give it to the queen. Fay watched as Ophira opened the acorn, pried out the piece of parchment, and scanned the writing. When her hands touched her parted lips, her thoughts were written plain on her face. Fay knew the shock the little mark on the parchment caused; she’d experienced it herself.

“This was not sent by one of our people,” Ophira said.

“Could that mark be that of...?” Pwyll said, and Fay knew who he was thinking of. Although no one had seen them in years, they had been the topic of almost every council meeting for the past five seasons. And every time, it had put a frown on Ophira’s face. 

“I am certain they sent it,” Ophira said. “And they sent that boar too. If they are interested in the girl, then she is the one.”

Fay straightened in her chair. “But she’s human.” 

A shadow crossed Ophira’s face, darkening her eyes to a stormy blue. “She is the one, Fay. Where is the girl now?” 

“In one of the guest rooms. The boar injured her, but Siân and Deirdre are taking care of her.”

“Then we shall talk to her as soon as she has recovered.”

“Yes, your Highness.” Fay bowed her head and rose to her feet.

“And one more thing,” Ophira said. “The girl must not know why we brought her here nor can she know who sent that message. Under no circumstances will you tell her the truth.” 

Fay hesitated to answer. “What about her father?”

“If we proceed with care, we might find them both,” Ophira said. “But we cannot risk the girl getting in the way of our plan.” Her gaze drifted to the window, the sun turning her golden hair into a halo. The distracted expression she wore was one she showed few people. Usually, she was composed, always closed off and rigid. But in moments like these, her concerns and worries washed to the surface and Fay caught a glimpse of the real Ophira. The one who feared for her people.

“I will do as you ask,” Fay said.
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Fay hurried straight to her room. Once she stripped out of that sticky jacket and polyester dress and slipped into her loose woolen clothes, she would feel like a different person again. Maybe after that she would—

Fay stopped in her tracks, a cry lodged in her throat. She closed the door to her room softly behind her and then turned to the two people sitting on her bed. “And how did you two get in here?”

Despite the harsh tone, Fay felt all the tension seeping from her body as her eyes met Nooa’s. His were gray, like the mist that hung between the mountains on a rainy day. His charcoal hair was disheveled, as always, but he wore it with an air of confidence. 

Nooa launched to his feet and pulled Fay in for a quick hug. “We missed you too.” He grinned down at her, but his smile died instantly. “What happened to you?”

“Yes, where have you been?” Maeve asked with a glance at Fay’s outfit. She was propped against the pillows on Fay’s bed, braiding her dark green hair. The morning sunlight gave her skin a greenish-golden glow.

Fay shrugged out of her jacket, her skin finally able to breathe again. “Out of town.” She tossed the jacket into a corner. “Didn’t I tell you last time that the queen doesn’t like you two sneaking in here?”

“You don’t have to tell her, do you?” Maeve said. She finished her braid and sat up on the bed, her amber eyes fixing on Fay. “You went to the mortal world. And don’t deny it, those clothes scream human.”

“They do,” Nooa said. He’d settled in a chair, his lanky legs crossed, and was scanning Fay’s room. “You certainly live like a princess.”

“I’m not a princess.” Fay unstrapped the dagger from her thigh and slammed it onto her golden nightstand.

“You are,” Maeve said. “Or at least you could be. Why won’t you go through with the ceremony? You’d make an amazing queen one day.”

Fay sighed. “You’re just saying that because I’d make you a knight. Forget it. I’m not doing the ceremony.” She slumped onto her bed beside Maeve, crossing her arms in front of her chest. “I won’t have to, not anymore.”

Quick as an arrow, Maeve slapped Fay on the arm.

Fay cried out. “What was that for?” She scooted away from Maeve so she could evade any other punches flying her way.

“You tell us what you’re up to right this second,” Maeve said, glaring at Fay. “Or so Dôn help me—” She lifted her fist one more time.

“Calm down! I’ll tell you.” And so she told them about her trip to Chicago and the girl. She left out the part about how she’d almost kissed the girl, which really hadn’t been part of her plan at all. While she talked, she fidgeted with the ring on her left hand, staring at the gold band engraved with a wreath of leaves.

She could still feel Maeve’s scrutinizing gaze. Her friend had a way of looking at people that made even the strongest knights quiver with fear.

“And that girl,” Maeve said once Fay had finished, “she’s supposed to bring peace to Tír na nÓg?”

“That’s what Ophira believes.”

Nooa nodded along. “I mean, if that boar was after her... we all know who it belongs to.” He shuddered.

“So let them have her! I don’t see how a human girl can change anything about our situation,” Maeve said. “We can’t make peace with them. I say we uncover their hiding place and storm their—”

“No!” Now Fay slapped Maeve’s arm, but much gentler. “Do you want another war? If you’re eager to prove yourself to the queen, this is not the way to do it.”

“Kidnapping some human girl and hoping she’ll fix it isn’t the right way, either.” Maeve pierced Fay with a menacing glare that sent Fay to her feet. “We don’t need a mortal to make this right. Fay, you could be the true Seelie Princess. You could—”

A hot flush shot up Fay’s neck and face. “I won’t do it!”

Maeve moaned, but before she could say another word, Nooa was by her side, clasping her hand in his.

“Stop fighting, the both of you!” He was paler than usual, his gray eyes wide. “Maeve, you know what will happen if Fay accepts Ophira’s offer. She told us what she would have to give up—”

“But there’s so much to gain.”

“—and we respect that. If it were me, I would not want to do it either.”

Maeve glared at Nooa, but already her shoulders had relaxed. She slipped her hand from his grip and turned to face Fay again. “I hope the queen’s right about this girl.”

Fay decided not to argue.

“That is much better,” Nooa said, grinning. He always hated it when people around him were fighting. It was what rooted Fay and Maeve and forced them to calm down in the thick of an argument. Even though they had their differences, they never stayed mad at each other for long—for Nooa’s sake. Sometimes Fay wondered if Maeve would be friends with her if she hadn’t befriended Nooa first.

“Now, should we head out?” he asked.

“I have to keep an eye on the girl, but I’ll see you later. At the revel?” 

“I cannot wait for it.” Nooa hugged Fay tight, the kind of hug she’d come to love. Maeve gave her a curt nod; she wasn’t much of a hugger. And then they were both gone, leaving Fay to her solitude.

She sank onto her bed, looking over at her nightstand. It was a delicate piece of furniture, crafted by hand from the wood of the trees growing in the Whispering Woods, and it had beautiful gilded knobs. She pulled the top drawer open with a jerk. Her heart grew heavy every time her eyes fell on the contents. Not looking closely, she grabbed the dagger she’d put on the nightstand and placed it beside its brother. The one she’d taken with her had an ivory handle engraved with golden vines, while the other that rested in the drawer was ebony, lacking any engraving or adornment. Beside it, faded by the years and creased at the edges, was a photograph.

On most days, when Fay opened the drawer to take out or put back her weapon, she ignored it. But not today. It was as if the green eyes of the woman in the picture were keeping her riveted to the spot. She was smiling, her pale blond hair ruffled by the wind, and she was leaning against a speckled man who wore an expression of pure bliss.

Fay traced her finger over the image of the woman. “Mom... Did I make the right decision?” Her gaze drifted from the woman in the picture to the man. Fay swallowed hard, trying to ignore the gnawing hole in her chest, the sinking feeling in her stomach. She shoved the picture back into the drawer and shut it with a final thud.
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TEMPTING OFFER
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Daddy, tell me another story. I want to hear about the faeries again. 

Not tonight, honey. I have to go...

No, Daddy. Please don’t leave me...

––––––––
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Sunlight flooded the room, dancing across Kayla’s eyelids. She shifted, hugging a soft sheet tight to her chest. The air smelled of lavender and sage. It was quiet, no TV burbling in the next room, no cars whizzing by outside. No sounds of the city.

Kayla flung her eyes open and pushed up into a sitting position with shaking arms. 

This wasn’t her room.

It had no shelves groaning under the weight of too many books, no picture of her best friend on the bedside table, and no map of the world pinned to the back of the door. Instead, the morning sun sparked off a golden floor, and wildflowers covered the walls. The furniture was made of some glass-like material—the bed she was in, the vanity table on the opposite wall, the wardrobe.

This definitely wasn’t her room. And the place outside the window definitely wasn’t Chicago.

Kayla shrugged off the sheets and rose from the bed. The floor beneath her bare feet was smooth and warm. She shuffled over to the ceiling-to-floor window that stretched across the entire front of the room. The sun, creeping over the mountains’ peak in the distance, was like a sharp needle to her eyes. She blinked away the dark spots, until the landscape came back into focus. Green hills, tiny wooden houses parted by a clear river, people hurrying up and down the small alleys.

Holding her breath, Kayla reached out one hand and pressed her palm against the window. Kayla stepped back with a frown, and as she bowed her head, she noticed the black dress she was wearing.

“Abby!” 

She spun around, hoping her friend would materialize at the mention of her name. But the room was empty. Kayla was alone. And she had no recollection of where she was or how she’d gotten here.

Her eyes fell on the two doors in the room. Maybe she’d find answers behind one of them. Squaring her shoulders, she took a step forward, but she wasn’t even close to either of the doors when one of them swung open.

A woman in a white dress stood on the threshold. She had rose-blond hair that she wore in a braid and eyes that shimmered like brass in the sunlight. They widened in surprise. 

“Oh, you are awake!”

As she crossed the threshold, Kayla staggered back a few steps. The woman stopped. “Do not be afraid. I am not here to hurt you.” She placed a hand to her chest. “My name is Deirdre.” 

Kayla scanned Deirdre’s face and noticed the sharp tips of her ears, which brought memories crashing back.

Ava.

The boar.

Breathing like she’d run a marathon, Kayla collapsed on the bed. She glanced down at her left arm. Nothing but a fine red line had remained of the incident with the boar. “What happened? Where am I?”

“The Citadel,” Deirdre said with a smile. When Kayla raised an eyebrow at her, she continued, “We are in the heart of the Seelie Court, capital of Tír na nÓg.”

“Tír na nÓg?” Kayla’s mind was racing. “It’s true, then? Tír na nÓg, it exists...” A sudden lightness filled her chest. Her father’s stories had been true.

Kayla leaped from the bed. “Where’s my bag? The acorn...” She swayed, overwhelmed by a sudden dizziness.

Deirdre was by her side in an instant, gently pushing her down on the bed again. She reached for the jug on the nightstand and filled a gilded goblet. “Here, have some water.” She held the goblet out to Kayla, who took it and downed the contents in one big gulp.

“How are you feeling?” Deirdre asked.

“I’m fine,” Kayla snapped. She sighed and raked a hand through her tangled hair. “Why am I here?”

“I cannot answer that question,” Deirdre said. “But if you are well enough, the queen will see you now.”

Kayla nearly dropped the goblet. “The queen?” Maybe this was one of her daydreams again, of meeting one of the faeries her father had always told her about. Or it was finally a first step toward finding him.

“Yes, I will take you to see her at once, but before I do, you must understand the rules of our people. They are simple and must be adhered to in all instances or the queen will not look kindly upon you.” Deirdre’s expression grew serious. “Do not use the words ‘thank you,’ do not make requests, and do not apologize.”

Before Kayla could ask any more questions, Deirdre went to open the door for her and Kayla followed with another look back at the hills beyond the window.
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When they stepped out of the room, Kayla did a double-take. It was as if she’d been dropped into a fairytale. The whole interior of the building—the Citadel, Deirdre had called it—was forged from gold. As was the armor of the two knights standing guard outside Kayla’s door. Countless flower arrangements decorated the hallway, somehow growing out of the walls. A soft tune carried through the air, like chiming bells, strange and haunting, and the scent of grass, apples, and wild violets tickled Kayla’s nose.

Deirdre left with a curt bow and the knights guided Kayla down the hallway and up a winding staircase. They stopped in front of a heavy oak door with gold-leaf trim, which was opened by another knight positioned there.

Kayla entered the room with careful steps. It was a wide, open space with an expansive window, a vacant throne on a podium, and a massive wooden table loaded with all kinds of food—fruits, vegetables, nuts, and even some mushrooms. Three people sat at the table in high-backed chairs.

Her heart stuttered at the sight of one of them. Ava had changed. Her hair was braided and held back by a thin floral crown with green blossoms. Instead of a black dress, she wore a green one that had a pattern of overlapping leaves and was tight around her chest. She wasn’t looking at Kayla.

Ava sat between a young silver-haired man in armor and a woman with shining golden hair. The pointy tips of her ears stuck out from her locks, right underneath the crown that rested on her head. The golden piece of jewelry was like a wreath of leaves, with a green gemstone embedded in its center. Something moved behind the surface of the stone, like whirling smoke. 

Kayla withdrew her gaze.

The woman stood and strode toward Kayla. Her white gown, embroidered with green and gold shapes and flowers, rustled as she moved. She opened her arms wide, as though she wanted to embrace Kayla, and a set of wings spread out from her back. They were gossamer, almost translucent in the bright sunlight, and laced with spidery lines of vivid green. 

“I am Ophira,” she said. Her smile was radiant like the sun, powerful enough to scorch everything in her wake. “Queen of the Seelie Court and all of Tír na nÓg.” She gestured at the chair on the opposite side of the table. Then she settled back down on her own chair.

Kayla took the seat, eyes fixed on the queen. A red-haired knight stood right behind Ophira. He was barely a teenager, and his armor was at least a size too big.

“Have something to eat,” Ophira said. “You must be starving!” She nudged a plate toward Kayla. On it were some mushrooms and a peculiar pink fruit.

Kayla glanced at the selection. She could hear her mother’s voice, telling her to never accept food from a stranger. It was something Kayla had repeated to her brother many times. But Deirdre’s words rang in her ears. Not accepting the food could insult the queen and that might be even worse. So she picked up the pink fruit and took a small bite. It tasted deliciously sweet, the perfect blend between a raspberry and a crisp apple.

A woman materialized at the table and poured drinks. Kayla glanced from her goblet to the queen, and she was reminded of how terrified she’d been the first time she had to talk in front of the entire class. Back then, her knees had shaken so much she was afraid they’d buckle. She fought back the quiver in her knees now.

Her head held high, she met the queen’s gaze head-on and spoke as calmly as possible. “Where’s my father?”

Ophira smiled, tight-lipped. “I have some questions first.” She turned to the man beside her. “Chancellor Pwyll, show our guest what we found.”

“Certainly,” he said. Kayla followed the movements of his hands as he retrieved something from his side, which he placed on the table.

“My bag!” Kayla lunged for it, but Pwyll pulled it back.

“You cannot have it yet,” he said. He unzipped the bag and took out the acorn, twisting it between his fingers. “Why is this in your possession?”

Kayla slumped down on her chair. She glared at Ava, who wouldn’t meet her eye. Next to the queen, who held herself with a certain air of superiority, Ava looked almost small and out of place.

“This is a faerie message,” Pwyll said. “Are you aware of that?”

“I thought it might be, but I don’t know who sent it.”

Pwyll opened the acorn and pulled out the note. “You have no idea who this emblem belongs to then?” Beside him, Ophira gazed at Kayla with open curiosity.

“No, I’ve never seen it before,” Kayla said. “Have you?”

Pwyll and Ophira exchanged a glance. “You see,” Ophira said, “no faerie of mine would use this emblem on a message. And we are concerned about this. Why would a faerie send you a message about your father if you are not acquaintances?”

“My father...” Kayla cleared her throat. “Faeries took him years ago. I’ve been hoping to hear from him ever since.”

“Is that so?” Ophira asked. “Still, it is very unusual for a faerie to send a message to a human. What connection do you share with our world? You seem to have some knowledge of our existence.”

“I wouldn’t call it knowledge. My father used to tell me stories. About faeries. He always believed that you existed. That might be why they took him...”

“It was none of my faeries who laid hands on him,” Ophira said. “We do not harm any mortal simply for believing in us. Their fascination of our folk flatters us.”

“So my father isn’t with you?” It stung to have hit a dead end so soon. This was the first clue she’d gotten in years; it had to lead to something.

“He is not. But...” The queen paused, folding her hands on top of the table. “I would be inclined to offer you my help.” 

“You would?” Kayla leaned forward in her chair. “I’d be so grateful...” 

“Oh, it is not gratitude I seek.” Ophira said. “It is like a dry leaf in the wind...” She lifted one hand, swooping it upward. “And once it is carried away, it will not remember the wind that picked it up. No, I have no interest in such transience. My deed is worth remembering.” 

Kayla sank back onto her chair. “I won’t ever forget your help in finding my father. I promise.”

“Ah, promises are as shallow. I propose a bargain.”

“A bargain?”

“The queen will offer you help,” Pwyll said, “and in return, you pledge your allegiance to her.”

“I don’t understand.” Kayla looked from Pwyll to the queen.

“The return is denied to those who are ignorant,” Ophira explained. “One’s blood is the return.” 

Kayla’s gaze flicked to Ava, who was paler than before.

“To find your father,” Ophira said, “you must leave your old life behind. You cannot go back to your former dwelling until the end of our bargain has been met.”

“My former dwelling?”

“The place you call home. Your family. You must stay away from them until you have reunited with your father.”

“I can’t just leave them like that. They’ll worry about me.” Kayla hadn’t told her mother she made it to Abby’s safely. She felt a pang of guilt, one that she shoved to the back of her mind. “Can I tell them I’m okay?”

“You may send them one message through me, but you must not tell them where you are.”

Kayla swallowed. Abby would be so mad at her if she left even for a day. More than during their fight two years ago. And her brother needed her to tell him stories about their father. If Kayla wasn’t there to do it, no one would. But it shouldn’t be her telling those stories in the first place. It should be their father.

“And I can go back home once I find my dad?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“And if I don’t find him?” 

Ophira pulled down her eyebrows, almost as if she pitied Kayla. “You will be bound to this realm until the end of your life.”

A slight chill froze the pit of Kayla’s stomach. “And I won’t see my family again... ever?” She knew the answer even before Ophira’s slight nod. “What you’re asking is too much. My family... I can’t leave them. I can’t...”

Ophira stiffened, and Kayla remembered the second rule of faeries: Do not make requests.

“You do not wish to find your father, then?” Ophira asked.

“No, I want to, but...”

“I do not offer such things lightly,” Ophira said. “If you stay, I will find the answers you are looking for. However, I expect you to follow my orders. We have been fooled by dishonest, ruthless humans before and we no longer give our aid without recompense. This is the price you must pay.”

Kayla bit her lip. “How can I trust your words?”

“A faerie always speaks the truth,” Ophira said. “To lie is an offense against all we hold dear.”

Kayla took another look at her surroundings: the immaculate golden floor, the spotless window revealing a glowing landscape, the strange faces looking at her with expectation. She knew nothing about these people, and Ava had basically kidnapped her, making her anything but trustworthy.

But then there was the acorn. The only clue to where her father was. These people—faeries—had recognized the message as one from their world, a world unknown to her. If Kayla wanted a real chance at finding her father, she’d have to take the risk. 

And risk losing her mother and brother...

“You may consider my offer until sunrise,” Ophira said. “If you decide against it, we will return you to your world.”

“Thank—That’s very generous of you, I mean.”

“You may take your belongings with you.” Ophira flashed another tight-lipped smile. Her eyes appeared distant. “In the meantime, I entrust you to Princess Fay.” She turned to Ava. “She is your responsibility now.” 

“Yes, your Highness.” Ava—or Fay?—rose to her feet. She still didn’t meet Kayla’s gaze, and a pale flush colored her cheeks as she led the way from the throne room. Kayla followed, her head spinning with questions.
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As soon as they were back out in the corridor, Kayla whirled at Ava, or whatever her name was.

“So, to lie is an offense, huh?” Kayla couldn’t keep the anger from her voice. “Well, it seems like you lied to me! Who are you? And this time I want the truth.”

The other girl was unperturbed by Kayla’s little outburst. She met Kayla’s glare head-on. “It was no lie. A person can use more than one name,” she said. “But people here call me Fay.” 

“Okay, Fay...” Kayla hissed. She was aware of how loud she was talking and how close the knights guarding the door were, but she didn’t care. Inside the throne room, she’d felt small and intimidated by the queen. Out here, she was uninhibited.

“Care to tell me why you kidnapped me?”

Fay glanced at the two knights, then nodded down the hallway. “Follow me.”

Teeth gritted, Kayla followed Fay into a spare room, which seemed to be used as a storage for golden dinnerware. Faint light filtered in through a tiny window, casting a glow on the small space. Kayla was forced to stand closer to Fay than she wanted. She hated how beautiful Fay looked with that floral crown.

“I saved your life,” Fay said.

Heat rose into Kayla’s cheeks. “I’d thank you for that, but that’s an offense too. What gave you the idea to kidnap me afterward?”

“It was my obligation,” Fay said. “The boar had injured you and you needed help.”

“If it hadn’t been for you, that boar would have never attacked me.”

Fay frowned. “I had to talk to you. You were carrying around a faerie message, and from an unknown sender as well.”

“So when you ran into me outside my house, you just decided to stalk me?” The thought of it tasted bitter in Kayla’s mouth. In the dim light, Kayla saw Fay’s jaw tense. “That’s why you danced with me, and took me for a walk... and into that alley...” It all made so much sense now. Fay hadn’t been interested in Kayla at all. She’d flirted with her just to lure her in.

“This is nothing personal.” Fay spoke in an even, flat tone. “I did what I had to do. And I don’t get why you’re so upset about this. You want to find your father and I gave you an opportunity to do so.”

“Oh, so now I should be thankful you kidnapped me?”

Fay’s eyes narrowed. “Call it what you want. And you might want to remember who you’re talking to. Yes, I brought you here against your will, but I did so to keep you from dying and to ensure my people’s safety. I can’t have humans running around and meddling with faeries we don’t know.”

“I’m not meddling—” 

“And the way I see it, you’re the one benefiting from this situation. You might not trust me, or the queen, but we don’t have a reason to trust you either. You carry that acorn, see through my Glamor, and wear a watch laced with cold iron—”

“Cold... iron?” Kayla glanced down at her watch, which used to be her father’s.

“Yes, it’s a rare iron that burns the skin of faeries,” Fay said. “As far as we know, you aren’t like most humans. And now that Queen Ophira has offered you help, all you do is make demands.”

Fay’s voice had risen and with every word she’d crept an inch closer to Kayla. The wide skirt of Fay’s dress forced Kayla to retreat until her back was pressed up against the closed door. Kayla gazed up into Fay’s face, her frown both daunting and appealing, and she felt an unfamiliar tug in her stomach.

For a moment, they locked eyes, the air around them crackling with tension. A part of Kayla wanted to bolt; another wanted to draw Fay even closer and taste her lips.

She did neither. She stood perfectly still until Fay averted her gaze and pulled back. 

“It’s your decision,” Fay said, her voice icy. “I won’t apologize for bringing you here. And if you want to leave, you’re free to do so. But it seems like you’ve been looking for this place for a long time and there’s no harm in staying a little while.”

Kayla exhaled a breath she didn’t know she was holding and her shoulders relaxed. She thought of her father and all the stories he used to tell her, now nothing but a memory tainted by all the years that had passed. But one thing she’d always remember: the look on her dad’s face when he told those stories. He’d glowed, his eyes wide, constantly smiling.

Afterward, Kayla had often heard subdued voices from the living room. Her mother arguing with her dad. Her mom always hated the stories, but that didn’t stop her dad from telling them to Kayla. She remembered that one night she’d asked him why he kept telling those stories and he’d said, “These stories have always been important to me. And you should know them too.”

He’d wanted Kayla to believe, and so she did. She couldn’t turn her back on him now that she had proof his stories had been real all along. Now that she had hope her father hadn’t died that night, like everyone said.

She had a chance to find him. To make her life whole again.

When Kayla looked back at Fay, she was surprised to find her face had softened. Her green eyes were resting on Kayla’s with a new sense of calm, and Kayla thought she even saw the corner of Fay’s mouth ease into a brief smile.

“This doesn’t mean I trust you,” Kayla said. “And if you try something like that thing with the flower again... I’ll kick you real hard, princess or not.”

“Deal.” Fay was smiling, though a bit restrained. “Now, let’s get out of here.”
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7

THE SEELIE COURT
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Since Kayla’s dress from the night before wasn’t considered proper attire in the world of faeries, Fay sent Kayla back to the bedroom that would be hers for now, where Deirdre was waiting.

But before Deirdre could say a word, Kayla unzipped her beaded bag and peered inside. The bag was so tiny that all she could fit was her phone, her keys, some spare change, and the acorn. That was all she had taken with her into this foreign world. She pulled the phone out, unlocked the screen, and had already begun typing a message when she noticed something.

There was no reception.

“Of course there isn’t,” she said. She locked the screen on her phone again, then turned to Deirdre. “I guess there aren’t any payphones here?”

“What are phones?”

Kayla sighed and shoved the phone back into the bag.

“I picked out a dress for you. And I am also drawing you a bath, if you wish to take it,” Deirdre said with a covert glance at Kayla.

Blood shot up into Kayla’s cheeks. She hadn’t had time to shower the day before, and after a night out, her skin was sticky with sweat and her hair matted and tangled.

“That would be great,” Kayla said.

“Follow me, then.”

They stepped through the second door leading from the room, and two things hit Kayla at once: the warmth of steaming water and the alluring scent of rose petals. The bathroom was like the bedroom, with a golden-tiled floor polished to perfection and a breathtaking view over the green hills and gray glistening mountains. In the middle stood a bathtub that melded with the floor. Water was flowing from a tap, steam circling up into the air like a whirlwind.

“I have some towels and clothes ready here,” Deirdre said, pointing them out on a small stool. “I will wait in your room.”

Once the door had closed behind Deirdre, Kayla shrugged out of the dress, stepped into the tub, and sank into the soothing water. She let out a deep sigh. For a few blissful seconds, she let go of the tension in her shoulders and drowned out any thoughts of the faeries. Her gaze wandered toward the expansive window, and she gripped the smooth edge of the bathtub.

A thousand questions whirled inside her head. She wanted to meet more faeries, see what the court was like. And she had a big decision to make. For years, people, especially her mother, had told her to accept that her father had died. They wouldn’t listen to the stories about faeries, who whisked her dad away to their land. But now Kayla was here, in the land of the faeries, and her dad had reached out to her, letting her know that he was, in fact, still alive.

She wasn’t afraid of not returning to Chicago, at least not for herself. Abby would be sad, but she would understand once Kayla returned with her dad. Her mother and brother would forgive her too once she’d made their family whole again. But if Kayla didn’t find her father, she’d be stuck in this world forever.

It was worth the risk if the Seelie Queen was telling the truth about wanting to help Kayla. But how could she trust someone who claims to be unable to lie? What if that was a lie too? 

There was only one way to find out.

After soaking in the hot water for a while, she scrubbed her body and hair, washing away all the dirt and sweat of last night. Once she’d dried off with the towel, she slipped into her new dress. It was lavender, with spaghetti straps, and tight around her torso to enhance the little cleavage she had. From her waist down it fell in a breezy skirt to her knees.

She ran her hands down her side, smoothing out the dress. Its soft, featherlight material couldn’t be compared to her otherwise synthetic or woolen clothes. Abby would have loved it.

What worried Kayla most wasn’t Abby’s reaction to her being gone, but that Kayla had left without a word. If it were the other way around and Abby had vanished without a trace, Kayla would move heaven and earth to find her best friend again. She’d have to reach out to Abby somehow. The Seelie Queen never said that she couldn’t talk to her best friend anymore.

After running a comb that she found next to the bathtub through her hair, Kayla returned to her room. She glanced at her bare feet. “No shoes?” she asked Deirdre.

“This way we can stay connected with nature and all that surrounds us,” Deirdre said, beaming. “How do you like your dress?”

“It’s wonderful!” Kayla spun around, the hem of the dress brushing her knees, to find Fay in the doorway.

Kayla stumbled, knocking into the drawer. As she straightened, she saw Fay avert her gaze, her cheeks flushed. “I’m all good,” Kayla said. “Should we go? Great!” With a glance back at a snickering Deirdre, she hurried from the room.
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Kayla and Fay left the maze of the Citadel behind and stepped outside into the blinding sunlight. It turned out that the Citadel stood atop a hill overlooking a cluster of tiny wooden huts. Fay led the way down a trodden path, into the chaos of the Seelie Court. 

Up close, Kayla saw that the wooden houses had vines and ivy climbing up their walls. Narrow windows were cut out of the wooden structures, but the glass was missing from them. Instead, some were overgrown with more greenery, their view partly obscured by flowers blooming in vivid colors.

It was as though nature had accepted the houses as its own, growing around and into them. The faeries had accepted nature too. A girl was watering the flowers around her house with water from a dented jug. Her glossy black hair flowed down her back, exposing her pointed ears.

Kayla gazed around, watching a group of five pass them. The women were all dressed in simple yet beautifully colored dresses, their hair woven with flowers, and the men wore nothing but shorts, their lean and muscled chests bare. None of them were wearing shoes.

“It’s breathtaking,” Kayla said. “I’ve never seen anything like it.” She took another step forward. The grass was pleasant under her bare feet and the sun prickled on her cool skin.

For a second, she thought she’d fallen into a dream where everything was calm. It sounded nothing like the city she had grown up in. All she could hear were birds, laughter, and wind rustling through the trees. It was in every way like her father had described it in his stories, and yet it was completely different.

Kayla followed Fay, craning her neck to take in the scenery. Rows after rows of scattered houses stretched on into the distance, up rolling hills. And there were so many flowers. 

Kayla turned back around to look at the Citadel they’d left behind. Two tall towers rose high into the sky, their glass-like surface sparkling like diamonds in the sunlight. The main part of the building had a domed roof that ended in a spire and was made from the same mysterious material. It was as clear as any glass window Kayla had ever seen, yet it wasn’t transparent at all. The clear glass front reflected its surroundings, the hills and houses of the Seelie Court, and the vast mountain range in the distance.

“This is...” Kayla struggled for the right words.

“I know,” Fay said. “The Citadel has been here long before the first of our people arrived. Some think it’s Tír na nÓg’s gift to us.”

“And what do you think?” 

“I think Tír na nÓg itself is a gift.”

Kayla watched Fay as she tipped back her head, her gaze wandering up the Citadel. With her floral crown and sweeping green dress, she looked like an entirely different person than the one Kayla had met in Chicago.

Fay turned back at Kayla with a smile. “It makes us strong and keeps us young and healthy.”

“Does this mean you’re immortal?” Kayla blurted. 

“Not really, no,” Fay said. “We live very long compared to humans, but we can and will die. It’s just that there’s no physical evidence of age.”

Kayla pondered over that for a second. “My dad used to tell me that faeries are stronger and faster than humans. He said that they could also hear my footsteps from a distance. Is that true?”

“Your father is a clever man.”

Kayla grinned, her chest swelling with pride. “He also said that faeries can do magic.”

“Magic?” Fay laughed. “Using a Glamor is some kind of magic, I guess. We can change our appearance or that of objects around us, so they look different to mortal eyes.”

Kayla frowned. “So this isn’t the real you?” 

“Glamors don’t work on you, remember? There are some mortals who have the Adder. The ability to see through Glamors and speak the language of faeries.”

“But we’re speaking English.”

“No, we’re not,” Fay said. “At least I’m not.” Kayla’s eyes widened as she tried to puzzle out how that would work. She decided not to question it.

They resumed their walk through the Seelie Court, following paths that wound between the homes of the faeries, while the sun shone down at them from a clear blue sky. Another pleasant breeze of saltwater air tickled Kayla’s nose. There had to be a beach nearby.

“I’ve got more questions,” Kayla said. When she noticed Fay’s pinched expression, she added, “Well, I’m here now so I might as well learn more about this world. What else is there?” 

“Where?”

Kayla stopped, opening her arms. “This. Tír na nÓg. My dad always said that the land of faeries was beautiful and wild... and endless.”

“I don’t know about that last part.” Fay shrugged and then continued walking. “But yes, there is more to it than the Seelie Court. In that direction,” she said, pointing straight ahead, “lies the Rhiannon Sea. It also encloses everything to our right. At our left, in the north, you can see the peaks of the Glistening Rocks. Beyond that is more land, North Hillside, the Dark Forest, the Giant’s Mound...”

“And in the west?”

“There are the Whispering Woods. I’d advise you to stay away from them. They aren’t safe.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Kayla said. “And there are faeries living in all those places?” 

“The Fair Folk is so much more than faeries.”

Kayla raised an eyebrow at Fay. “Who else is there?”

“Pookas, faoladhs, merrows, kelpies.” Fay droned on like someone teaching a lesson to a child. She continued her little lecture before Kayla could ask any questions. “You won’t find many of them in the Seelie Court. Perhaps a few half-bloods, but in here, everyone is at least part Seelie faerie.”

“Every faerie that exists is living here? In this court?” Plenty of tiny huts stood in clusters around them, but surely this place had a limit.

“There are several clans of Wild Fae,” Fay said. “Faeries who share our Seelie blood but have decided to live away from their court. Or who have been banished for a crime they committed.”

She stepped aside to let two children pass. They were carrying piles of fruits in their arms and dropped some of them as they ran down the path. Then they disappeared between the houses, giggling and shrieking.

“How am I going to find my dad in this place?” Kayla said. She closed a hand around her dad’s watch on her wrist, feeling the crack in the glass. “He could be anywhere...”

Fay stopped to pick up a round red fruit the children had dropped. “You won’t find him. The queen will.”

“But what am I supposed to—”

Kayla staggered aside as somebody bolted past them, screaming and flinging their arms. “I’m not doing it, Mother!”

The girl spun back around, her long green hair flying. Her eyes narrowed on Kayla and Fay, glimmering like amber gemstones. Then she returned her attention to the woman who came running after her. She had the same seaweed-green hair as the girl, but it was much shorter.

“I cannot bear this anymore!” the woman yelled. “You are not a knight, Maeve. You are a merchant. Act as one! Oh, hello, Fay.”

“Hello, Aine,” Fay said. 

Maeve glared at her. 

“How are the preparations going?” Fay asked Aine.

“They would go even better,” she said, “if someone was not being so stubborn.” 

“I should be practicing.” Maeve puffed out her cheeks, kicking the ground with her bare feet. Kayla noticed they were webbed like a frog’s; her hands were too. Her skin shone with green and gold undertones.

“If your father finds out you have stolen that bow from the armory—”

“I didn’t steal it. I borrowed it!”

Aine sighed but said nothing more. She turned on her heels and vanished between the houses.

“Maeve, you stole from the armory again?” Fay asked.

“What do you care?” Maeve asked. She spun at Kayla. “You! What are you still doing here?”

Kayla flinched. The other girl was at least a head taller and broader than her too. Her arms were strong enough to knock Kayla out in a second.

Fay stepped between her and Maeve. “We’ve talked about this.”

“What’s your problem?” Kayla asked, glaring back at Maeve.

“Bah!” Maeve swatted the air. “Don’t you dare talk to me like that, you—”

“You will not swear now, will you?” interrupted a faerie boy approaching the group.

Kayla tore her eyes away from Maeve. The newcomer differed from all the fair-skinned faeries Kayla had seen so far. He had slightly darker skin, hair the color of charcoal, and he was taller than most faerie men Kayla had encountered.

But Kayla still knew little about the faerie world.

“Warmest welcome,” the faerie boy said. He put his right hand to the chest, bowed his head, and dropped his hand again, sweeping it from left to right with the palm facing up. “My name is Nooa. And you must be Kayla, if I am not mistaken.”

Kayla blinked at him. “You know my name?”

“Who here does not know it?” Nooa said. “I am starving. Should we go to the market?”  

Before Kayla could put in another word, they were moving again. Nooa went first, and Maeve last, pouting. Kayla made sure not to get too close to her.

A path led them to a wide meadow, which was surrounded by even more tiny huts. In its center stood a large skeletal building, with vines and ivy creeping up the wooden walls and the domed roof. As if it had grown out of the ground as it was. People were streaming in and out of the opening in the front. The meadow itself was crowded with faeries, children and adults alike, though Kayla counted at least twice as many adults than children.

Fay pointed at the vaulted building. “They are preparing Lysdôn Hall for the revel,” she said. “I’ll take you there later.”

“I’m not the partying type,” Kayla said. It was Abby who loved all kinds of parties. She’d agree to something like that in a heartbeat.

“It is because you have never danced with faeries,” Nooa said.

“I’ve heard of those dances. My father told me stories about them.” 

Nooa grinned. “Then it is time to experience one yourself.”

The ones in her father’s stories had always sounded like fun, but they usually came with a price. What more could the Seelie Queen want than for Kayla to stay away from her family? 

They walked on, away from Lysdôn Hall. More faeries were coming from the direction in which they were heading, all carrying something—a basket of fruits, some flowers, musical instruments carved from wood. They were all barefoot.

Kayla couldn’t spot a single faerie that wasn’t inhumanly perfect. No one was overweight or too skinny, had bowlegs or a bent back. Their fair faces didn’t have any too-big noses, lips that were too thin, or pimples or moles that were distracting. Shimmering eyes in all kinds of colors brightened their appearances even more.

It was surreal and caused Kayla to be acutely aware of her own imperfections. She straightened her back, but that only gave her an inch or two.

She glanced up at the Citadel sparkling in the sunlight like a rare diamond. The way the glass construct caught the sunlight and reflected it reminded Kayla of her mother’s vase collection on their windowsill. It had always magnified the light, causing tiny spots to dance on the walls.

Their love for flowers was the one topic she and her mother could ever agree on. 

The group continued down the path, and the river came back into view. It wound its way around the hill on which the Citadel stood, continued to part the houses of the court, and then vanished somewhere in the distance.

A wooden bridge connected the two parts of the Seelie Court, its railings adorned with colorful ribbons of flowers. As they crossed it, Kayla gazed down at the water, which flowed like a band of liquid silver. Kayla could make out some fish with shimmering green and red scales, and some tiny crustaceans crawling between the stones on the bottom.

Fay and Nooa waited for her on the other side, while Maeve kept walking.

“The Silver Ribbon,” Nooa said. “Is it not beautiful?”

Kayla answered with a smile.

In front of them, the path widened into a clearing. Dozens of wooden market stands crowded the field, overflowing with various fruits, mushrooms, and herbs, steeping the clearing with a mouthwatering sweet-and-spicy aroma. The narrow space between stands was filled with faeries, picking out food or talking to others.

Somewhere in the crowd Kayla spotted Maeve’s green hair. Nooa was about to follow his friend when Fay stopped him.

“I almost forgot,” she said. “Your mother has asked to see you.”

“Now?” Nooa said. “I suppose I should leave... but I will get a snack first.” He winked at Fay and Kayla before he vanished into the crowd.

Kayla watched him leave. “Nooa and Maeve, they’re your friends?” 

Nodding, Fay walked up to one stand and Kayla followed.

“They look so... I mean, they’re...”

“Different from me?”

“Yeah.” Kayla’s cheeks flushed.

“Not everyone is pure-blooded,” Fay said, inspecting some goods at the stand. “Nooa’s father is a pooka.”

“And what is a pooka?”

“They’re the Horned Ones, a part of the Fair Folk that does not share our blood,” Fay said. “The pookas live in Blackpond, which is a good distance away from here. We’ve always been at odds with them.”

“Why?”

“Guess the pookas never enjoyed being inferior,” she said with a shrug.

“What about Maeve?”

Fay picked up a fruit, twisted it around, and dropped it again. “She’s got some merrow blood in her family. And before you ask, they are merpeople who live on and around the Isle of Llyr.” She took a handful of nuts from the stand and shoved some into Kayla’s hand while popping a few into her mouth.

Kayla lifted one nut to her lips and licked at it with her tongue. It was salty, like roasted peanuts, but it was round and had a dark brown shell.

“If I wanted to poison you,” Fay said, “I’ve had plenty of opportunities so far.”

Kayla narrowed her eyes on Fay. “You did that odd thing with the flower... so I was making sure.”

“The flower was nothing but a sedative,” Fay said.

“You drugged me.”

“I was helping you.” Fay’s lips twitched into a brief smile. “And I won’t do it again.”

“This had better be good.” Kayla put the mysterious nut into her mouth and chewed. Her taste buds exploded at once, sweet and sour and salty.

The girl behind the stand giggled. “How would you like to try a honey plum?” she asked, holding out a round purple fruit. Her eyes were blue and had no pupils.

“Yes, we will take some,” Fay said. Within no time, she had picked out three other fruits and a couple more nuts.

Kayla waved goodbye to the girl, who smiled back at her.

Fay continued leading Kayla through the market. Faeries were standing around in clusters, talking and laughing, and somewhere a flute was playing. As they passed one stand, an enticing scent that reminded Kayla of cotton candy and green apples dazed her. They walked until they found a quiet spot near the river and sat down to eat.

Kayla gazed at all the food. “You don’t need to pay for any of this?”

Fay handed her a honey plum. “Faeries never deal with currency like humans do,” she said. “We pay with hard work.”

“What work?”

Kayla took a bite of the plum. It did its name justice: it had the flesh of the plums she was used to and was as sweet as honey. Back in her world, something so sweet would give you diabetes, but the slender faeries wouldn’t have to worry about that.

Fay chewed on a nut, swallowed, and picked up another one. “There are many ways to keep one busy here,” she said. “Most of us work in the fields, others at the market. Also, there are the Hunters, who gather supplies in the Whispering Woods, as well as the knights, and the Healers.”

Her gaze wandered off. The sunlight turned her blond hair into a halo and heightened the dark-green edges of her irises, which were the same color as her dress.

A flutter tickled the pit of Kayla’s stomach. She lowered her plum. “And what do you do?”

Fay shifted. “Well, I’m the Seelie Princess. It keeps me occupied most of the time.” She took another nut between her fingers, twisting it. Her eyes were locked onto something distant, and the sadness in them startled Kayla.

“I didn’t mean to—” Kayla began.

“It’s fine,” Fay said curtly. “We should get going. The revel is about to start.”

A large group of faeries was crossing the bridge, hurrying toward Lysdôn Hall. Kayla scrambled to her feet and followed Fay in silence.

She wasn’t sure which stupid faerie rule she’d violated now. 
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FAERIE REVEL
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Night fell over the Seelie Court like a blanket had been thrown over it. Despite the glimmer of the stars, the sky was much darker than it had ever been in Chicago, dense enough to put a dampener on the world.

But Lysdôn Hall and the meadow out front were buzzing with energy. Faeries were laughing and dancing, harp music played in the distance, and tiny green lights hovered through the air, bathing everything in a pale glow.

Kayla approached one of the floating lights.

“Those are the only Faery Lights you can trust,” Fay told her.

Without another word, Fay guided Kayla through the crowd and into the massive hall where everything smelled like primrose and faeries were spinning. The music here was an enticing mixture of several instruments, some playing a low, slow melody, others a faster, higher one. It all became an infectious rhythm. Even a few children stomped their bare feet in the dirt.

Kayla noticed several couples dancing with each other, like in the clubs that Abby had dragged her to. But many of these couples were two women or two men and no one so much as glanced at them. A grin spread on Kayla’s lips.

They were all so damn gorgeous.

Kayla watched as Fay greeted some revelers and they all bowed their head to her in a quiet welcome. Maybe it was the magnificent dress and floral crown, but Fay’s radiant appearance drew all eyes on her—including Kayla’s.

Fay stopped in her tracks when a girl with long dark-blue hair waved at her. The girl broke away from the group she’d been dancing with and ran toward Fay and Kayla.

“Fay!” she called. “Where have you been?”

Instead of responding, Fay grabbed the girl by the hands, pulled her close, and kissed her. 

Kayla gaped at them. She didn’t mean to. It was nothing out of the ordinary, not in this world at least, but it had somehow surprised her. Fay had almost kissed her back in that alley.

Now Kayla knew Fay hadn’t faked being into girls, which was some comfort.

“I went to the mortal world, Isobel,” Fay said. “And I brought you a present.”

Isobel beamed. Kayla noticed she had beautiful brown eyes that shimmered like topaz and were framed by thick lashes. She was short, even shorter than Kayla, and looked thin and lithe in her silky green dress.

“What did you get me?” Isobel asked. “Why did you not take me with you?” Her eyes followed Fay’s hands as they retrieved a small bottle with blue liquid from the pouch slung over her shoulder. “Is that nail polish?”

“Yes, and this time I got one that is the color of your hair.” Fay handed the bottle to Isobel, who examined it.

“It is so pretty.” Isobel leaned in and they kissed again.

Kayla averted her gaze, cheeks burning. They were among the dancing crowd now and the music was even louder here. It pulled her in on invisible strings. Her feet were itching to dance to its rhythm, slow and fast at the same time, and her heart lightened with the melody.

She wandered off, humming along to the beat. With her arms stretched wide, she rotated, trying to imitate the quick yet graceful movements of the faeries. She’d never danced to such music before, but somehow her feet followed the beat, moving faster and faster as they drew nearer to the final crescendo.

But that never came. The music carried on and on. It filled the entire hall—no, it filled the entire night, along with the laughter of faeries, like tiny bells chiming in the wind. Kayla found herself singing along to the tune. She tossed her head back and a laugh escaped her throat. 

If her father could see her now, dancing with the faeries, would he be proud or terrified?

Above her, high in the vine-covered ceiling, was a circular hole that offered a glimpse at the glistening stars painted on a black canvas. The moon cast its silver light upon the revelers.

Head held high, Kayla stumbled into the arms of somebody tall. “Aargh, I’m so sorry.” 

“That was not very elegant.”

Kayla peered at Nooa. He held out something flat and green.

“Want a drink?” he asked. He didn’t wait for an answer and shoved the cup into Kayla’s hand.

Drink clasped in her hands, Kayla took a step back. Nooa was now wearing a green jacket over his bare chest and a red hat, and they both were made of leaves. Kayla realized that every faerie man was wearing the same jacket and every faerie woman a long green dress. Most of them were wearing red hats too.

Kayla was the odd one out. “What’s up with the jackets and the hats?” she asked.

“It is our revel garments,” Nooa said. He lifted his hat off his head and placed it onto Kayla’s. “There. Much better.” 

Kayla grinned into her cup. 

The music picked up again and Nooa was dancing with his eyes closed. His black hair was tousled and his green jacket slightly rumpled, giving him the look of someone who just crawled out of bed. He wore it with so much confidence that Kayla thought he could wear anything and still look dashing.

Kayla watched him, trying to imitate his movements, but she failed. Next to him, she was like a puppet tossing around her limbs.

Nooa opened his eyes again, downed his drink in one big gulp, and tossed the empty cup to the ground. “You should drink yours,” he said. He reached into his pants pocket, pulled out a small wooden pipe, placed it between his lips, and took a puff. A tiny cloud rose from it. “Do you want to try?”

“No, th—I mean, just no.”

Kayla emptied her own drink. She wasn’t an expert on alcohol, having only tried the shots that Abby had forced her to drink so she would be ‘more fun,’ as Abby had put it. This drink was nothing like the ones she had in Chicago. It tasted as sweet as honey, like the extract of a flower, maybe a marigold. Abby would have loved it.

The crowd around them surged and swayed along with the music. Kayla spotted Maeve’s mop of seaweed hair amid the revelers.

“Maeve doesn’t seem to like me very much,” Kayla said.

“She is not too fond of humans, I guess,” Nooa said. “Only if we put them under proper enchantments.”

“Enchantments?”

“Like them over there.” Nooa gave a nudge to the right.

Kayla turned and saw a group of people, who were clearly human, dancing with some faeries. They all had an empty expression plastered on their faces.

“Why haven’t I been... enchanted?”

Nooa was swaying to the music, pulling at his pipe and puffing out some smoke. “But you are and have been, ever since you dined with the queen,” he said. “It does not have the same effect on you. Fay said that you could even see through her Glamor. That is uncommon in humans...”

“How? I mean, I didn’t notice I was being enchanted...”

“Oh, it is the food and drinks.” Nooa gestured toward the group of humans again and Kayla saw they were all holding cups. “As soon as it touches your lips, you are bound to our lands for the night.”

Kayla tripped over her own feet. “What? That’s not very nice.”

“It is the way it is. We mean them no harm. Should I get us more drinks?” Nooa asked.

“After what you just told me? I think I’ll pass.” 

“Just one for myself then.” With a wink, Nooa vanished in the crowd.

He left Kayla alone, standing there like a fool. What had she been thinking? She couldn’t stay with the faeries! A memory of her father tucking her in at night struck her at that moment.

“Faeries are beautiful, magical beings,” he’d said. “But they’re cunning too. There’s always a price. You have to remember that.”

Kayla swayed. Maybe she needed some fresh air. Before she even took one step, Fay materialized from the crowd, an indignant Maeve at her side.

“I won’t revel with her,” Maeve said. She turned on her heels the second she saw Kayla, but Fay gripped her arm tight.

“You’re staying,” she said.

“No, I’m leaving.” Maeve tore her arm free from Fay’s grasp, but Nooa was blocking her way, holding out two green cups.

“Do not dare to leave me,” he said. “Here, take this.” He shoved one cup into Maeve’s hand and offered the second one to Kayla.

She didn’t take it.

Fay was watching her but looked away when Kayla caught her gaze. “So, Nooa, are we all going into the woods afterward?” she asked.

His mouth formed a response, but it was drowned out by the sound of a horn that exceeded even the music. When the horn stopped, the music had ceased too, and the revelers pushed toward the walls, clearing the dance floor.

Kayla was shoved back, between Nooa and Maeve, and even standing on her tiptoes, she couldn’t see what was happening. Everyone had their heads turned toward the arched opening and at once they cheered and whistled. Another horn sounded.

“What’s going on?” Kayla asked.

“It’s our knights,” Maeve said. Her eyes were sparkling like those of a child on Christmas Day.

Peeking past bodies, Kayla glimpsed the group of knights as they halted in the middle of the hall. Most of them were men, but some were women. They all wore golden armor that shimmered in the dull green glow of the Faery Lights.

Then the horn blew again.

In came the Seelie Queen. Ophira brightened the room as if she were the sun. Everything about her was golden: her silky gown, her curly hair, the majestic crown. Even her wings, whose green lines were barely visible now.

All eyes in the hall were on the queen, who faced the knights with a radiant smile. “My knights,” she said, opening her arms wide in welcome. “Your search might have been in vain, but you deserve to be honored for your deeds to the Seelie Court.”

The knights all bowed their heads. At the queen’s side, Chancellor Pwyll pinched his lips in a grim line.

“Tonight, we will revel,” Ophira said, “and tomorrow, you shall rest.” She beckoned the band with her hand, and as they strummed the first chord, a melody of glee and woe, the revelers scattered again.

Nooa pushed past Kayla. “Where is your brother?” he asked Maeve, his eyes scanning the rows of knights. “I cannot see him.”

Kayla noticed Maeve frown before following Nooa as he fought his way through the crowd. The hall was packed with more dancing faeries than before. One faerie woman knocked into Kayla, who staggered forward and brushed her arm against Fay. It tickled where their skin touched.

Kayla stepped back. “What have they been searching for?” she asked.

Several seconds passed before Fay answered, “Somebody who once belonged to the Seelie Court.”

“And they found that someone?”

“They were attacked,” Fay said.

“By what?”

Fay cast a glance toward the knights. Some of them had dents in their armor; others had cuts and bruises on their faces. “I cannot say,” Fay said, watching the crowd.

“Can’t or won’t?”

Fay said nothing.

“Fine. Don’t tell me. I’m going back to dance then.”

Kayla stormed off into the throng of dancing and laughing revelers. After the day she had, she was too tired to be annoyed by Fay, who clearly didn’t care much about her. She thought she should be more wary of the faeries, and while she avoided any drink or food for now, she let herself be pulled in by the music, which she feared was an enchantment too. 

As the songs transitioned from one to another, each tune mellifluous and dazing, she drifted among strangers. She’d pictured meeting a faerie a thousand times and more, but now it was like walking among ghosts. Maybe it was all a dream. Or a trap. 

One face in the crowd was familiar. The queen sat on a makeshift throne with such a rigid posture that one could have mistaken her for a statue. Her lips twitched into a fleeting smile as she watched the faeries place flowers at her feet.

The crowd was tightening again, and Kayla made her way toward what had to be a bar. It was a wooden stand adorned with wreaths of flowers and a guy with blond hair was pouring drinks in cups.

Nooa was standing there beside a woman with white hair like wisps of smoke. When she turned, Kayla noticed a tattoo of a pale blue flower on her cheek.

“Kayla!” Nooa called out. “Come join us. This is my mother, Siân.”

It took Kayla a lot of restraint not to stare at the woman with her mouth open. Despite the white hair, Siân looked way too young to have a son who was already grown. The difference in age was only visible in the hard lines along Siân’s jaw and cheekbones.

Siân offered Kayla a genuine smile. “You came to us at the right time. We have not had such a wonderful revel since the night in Beith that marks the longest time of darkness. How are you enjoying it?”

“I...” Kayla glanced at the peculiar group of faeries that seemed so strange to her while also somehow familiar. Faeries reveling in the moonlight, dancing as if tomorrow would never come. Like one of her dad’s stories had come to life.

She saw Maeve in the crowd, her arms wrapped around the neck of a fair-haired knight, kissing him. Two faerie girls stood in a loving embrace. Close by, two men were dancing with a woman, and further back, a faerie woman was breathing little kisses on a human man’s cheek and neck.

No care in the world could touch them.

“It’s different,” Kayla told Siân with a wide smile.

“Told you it would be fun,” Nooa said, and his mother laughed.

Among the revelers, Kayla glimpsed a few unusual faces, even to her untrained eye. Their skin was darker, even more than Nooa’s, and some of them had horns curling from their heads. One of them had a pair of antlers as majestic as any stag. He was holding a spear, his black eyes scanning the room.

Those had to be the pookas Fay had mentioned.

Kayla was watching the man with the antlers when the music broke off. Some faeries staggered forward mid-step, while others twisted their heads, their eyes wide with confusion. Murmurs rippled through the crowd. Then somebody shrieked and everyone whirled around to the entrance of the hall.

“Someone is hurt,” Siân said.

She sidled past people, Kayla and Nooa at her heels. By the time they reached the archway, a small group had gathered around the newcomer. A girl with a tear-streaked face cowered on the floor, dabbing at her eyes with the hem of her dress.

“It was right th-there,” she said between sobs. “I-I thought it was sleeping, b-but it was so cold...” She was cradling a bundle the size of a baby in her arms.

Siân kneeled down beside her, patting her shoulder. “What was it?” she asked.

Kayla stared at the crying girl, rocking back and forth on the floor. She couldn’t form a single sentence and broke off after the third word, which Kayla couldn’t quite understand.

One knight stepped forward. “I need you to tell me what you saw right away,” he said.

The girl blinked at him through watery eyes, her lower lip trembling.

“I can only help you,” he said, much gentler now, “if I know what happened.”

“I-I was in the woods,” she sniffled, wiping her nose with her dress, “when I stumbled across it. I felt something slick on my feet and... and...” She broke into tears again.

“No harm will come to you now,” Siân said.

The girl drew in a huge breath. “I found a dead body.”

A nervous whisper broke out in the crowd. Kayla saw fear on several faces, terror on others, and she hugged her arms to her chest.

“A body?” the knight asked.

“Yes,” the girl said. “A pixie’s body.”

She unfolded the blanket of the bundle in her lap and revealed a tiny and fragile creature, with deep-blue skin and fine, bug-like wings that lay motionless against its side. Its eyes were open and empty. Blood soaked the cloth it wore.

People gasped, and somewhere in the distance a girl cried out. Kayla wanted to scream too.

“What is it?”

Ophira had reached the scene accompanied by Pwyll, and her eyes widened at the sight of the dead pixie in the girl’s lap. She turned to the knights. “Take her up to the Citadel,” she said. “And send word to Catháir.”

One knight took the bundle out of the girl’s arms, while two others helped her up, guiding her out of the hall. A gloomy veil settled over the revel. All around, the Faery Lights faded, and the revelers filed outside.

They all murmured words: murder, mutilated, a disgrace.

Kayla had lost sight of Siân and Nooa, but once she was outside in the meadow, Fay approached her, alone. Her face was an impenetrable mask.

“We should get back to the Citadel,” she said.

Kayla didn’t argue. She’d seen enough on her first day in the land of faeries.
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Seconds after Fay had left Kayla in her room, Kayla decided she couldn’t sit still. She tiptoed to the door and opened it a crack. The hallways were empty, lit with a pale green glow by hovering Faery Lights. Kayla crept down the corridor, keeping close to the wall, and stopped each time she heard the tiniest noise.

At one end of the corridor was a wide staircase leading up to the throne room, which was definitely a place Kayla wanted to avoid. So she made her way to the opposite end, where she found a narrow, winding stairwell. She climbed the stairs, wondering if she was now in one of the Citadel’s towers.

Round and round she went, several floors up, until she reached a wooden door. She pushed it open and peered inside. A Faery Light sprung to life beside the door, causing a chain reaction throughout the room. Within seconds, the warm green light revealed row after row of wooden bookshelves. Kayla glimpsed heavy armchairs, their fabric still intact but the color faded to a pale brown.

Kayla closed the door with a soft click and began browsing the shelves. They were a wild array of different languages, including English, German, Latin, and French. She found an entire row of Dutch books and another stacked with old tomes wrapped in leather. Some books were written in languages Kayla had never seen and that looked distinctly non-human.

She was reaching for one of those books when the door to the library opened with a squeal. Kayla froze. A green light popped up at the end of the row. Kayla staggered back, but there was no place to hide; the bookshelves formed a cul-de-sac.

“Who’s there?” she called out, her throat dry as parchment.

The lantern was lowered. Kayla blinked away the dancing spots in her eyes and focused on the boy opposite her. It was the red-haired knight from the throne room. His face was still in the lantern’s light and his pale green eyes rested on Kayla. He didn’t speak.

“I didn’t mean to snoop,” Kayla said. “I was, uh, looking for a bathroom.”

The red-haired knight didn’t move, and something about the way he stood perfectly still caused Kayla’s skin to prickle.

“Can you...?” Kayla began, then hesitated. The knight watched her with an open, inquisitive gaze and Kayla couldn’t stop herself. “Can you talk?”

He lifted his hand, touching the tip of his thumb to the tips of his index and middle finger. 

“Oh, okay.” Kayla took a step toward him, then signed, What’s your name? 

His mouth fell open. You know sign language?

Kayla sighed, some tension leaving her shoulders. Her ASL was rusty, but at least she could talk to him. Yes, she signed. Who are you?

My people call me F-I-O-N-N, he signed.

“Fionn,” she said out loud. “I’m Kayla.” She spelled out her name with her fingers. 

Fionn’s lips twitched into a brief smile, which ceased as a shadow crossed his face. You should not have come here, he signed. Some of us never leave this place.

While she was trying to remember the sign for library, she realized that wasn’t what he meant. She glanced at him. He had his head bowed, his mop of red hair blazing like fire in the glow of the Faery Lights. He was a few inches shorter than her, but not much, about the same height as her brother, Theo. While her brother was lanky, Fionn was sturdy and broad-shouldered.

A grown man locked in a young boy’s body.

Why are you here? she asked, her fingers trembling. She didn’t know how to put the following into signs, so instead she spoke out loud, emphasizing each syllable. “Did they do something to you? Is that...?”

It is not the reason I cannot talk, he said. I was born deaf. And then I made the wrong decision once. Now I am bound to this land.

“And you can’t leave? Ever?”

His face fell into a grimace and his eyes flicked away from Kayla. He picked up his lantern and shuffled down the hallway without another look back. Kayla could have caught up to him, but something held her back, rooting her to the ground.

She slid to the floor, hugging her knees to her chest. Now I might be bound to this land too. If Kayla failed to find her father, she’d meet the same fate as Fionn. She closed her eyes, picturing tomorrow when Ophira would ask for Kayla’s decision. Saying no meant she’d return home to the way things used to be. It meant abandoning the chance to find her father, and that chance might be her only one.

Saying yes, on the other hand, meant leaving behind the life she knew. Leaving behind Theo, Abby, and her mother. 

Kayla buried her face in her hands, pressing the base of her palm to her eyes. “I don’t know what to do, Dad. I can’t lose either of you. I just can’t...”

She sat there for the longest time, until the Faery Lights had faded to darkness.
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LATE NIGHT COUNCIL
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Fay was back in the council room. The lighting and the atmosphere were both more subdued than earlier in the day. Five somber faces stared at the surface of the wooden table, their features distorted by the green shimmer of the Faery Lights hovering close by. 

No one spoke. Fay had never seen the councilors at such a loss for words. Across the table, Siân lifted her head to meet Fay’s gaze, but even she, with her usual cheerful appearance, couldn’t muster a smile.

Fay stared out the window, even though it was pitch-black and she saw only the room’s reflection. A dull ache had started at the back of her head, spreading down her neck. Her eyes burned with exhaustion. Chicago felt far away, like a different life, made real only by the black-haired girl in a room down the hallway. The look on Kayla’s face when she saw the dead pixie was imprinted on Fay’s mind.

“What happened? Who did this?” Kayla had asked.

Fay hadn’t answered and guided Kayla back to her room. She’d deal with her in the morning.

Footsteps echoed from beyond the door. Ophira strode into the room, followed by Pwyll and a man with a pair of antlers. Fay hadn’t been this close to the leader of the pookas before, but she was familiar with his short temper. As Ophira settled on her chair, the pooka stopped with his spear held tight in his hand.

“Cadfael, I can assure you this rattled us as much as you,” Ophira said. She pinched her lips into a fine line, which Fay knew was her way of keeping back any emotions not fit for a queen.

“This was murder,” Cadfael said. “Right on your doorstep.”

“The body was found in the Whispering Woods.” The strain in Ophira’s voice was faint, but obvious to Fay. “Between Catháir and our borders.”

Cadfael growled. “You’re putting the blame on the pixies? One of your Seelies found the body.”

“She would not have harmed the poor thing,” Siân said. “She was trying to save it.” 

“Maybe she was, but I don’t believe it was a coincidence she found the pixie.” Cadfael’s black eyes settled on Ophira. Compared to Ophira’s fair complexion, his skin tone was much darker, the planes of his face sharper, more... animalistic. “What we feared all this time is about to come true. They’ve announced their return.”

Councilor Farren leaped to her feet. “You have no right—” She shrank back onto her chair when Ophira raised her hand.

“We have discussed this. I have it under control.”

“Apparently not,” Cadfael said. “Our kingdom is broken and it’ll stay that way as long as she’s out there.”

Some vigor returned to Ophira’s posture. She straightened her shoulders, her gaze firm on Cadfael. “Your words hold some truth,” she admitted. “However, as queen of Tír na nÓg, it is my duty to fix what is broken. And so I will. This does not concern you.”

“I won’t bow down,” Cadfael said. “When the time comes, I’ll finish her myself.” 

Ophira rose from her seat. “Are you willing to disobey my orders? If you break our treaty, you will bring another war upon yourself. Is that worth the cost?”

With a frown, Cadfael shifted the spear to his other hand. “I suppose I will have to trust you, for now, but do not make me regret this,” he said, gritting his teeth. He stormed from the room, leaving behind shocked faces.

Fay looked around the table, struggling to keep her eyes open. The pounding in her head had gotten a lot worse.

Once the sound of Cadfael’s footsteps had receded, Ophira beckoned to Pwyll. “There is something we have to discuss,” she said, taking something small from Pwyll’s hand and placing it on the table. It was a piece of parchment, which she flattened with her hands. “We found this note with the pixie. ‘We know you have the girl.’ It was signed with the Raven’s Mark.”

Fay shot up, startling Councilor Bedwyr beside her. “The girl?”

“So Cadfael’s suspicions...” Farren said, ignoring Fay’s question.

“He was not wrong.” Ophira picked the note up, scanning it. “He must not know until we have learned more. They have left clues before, but never one that was so violent... and obvious.” She folded the note and then looked up at Pwyll. “At sunrise, you must gather your knights and prepare them to leave again.”

“But where should I send them?”

“Back to the Barren. We have barely covered any ground there.”

Pwyll bowed his head. “Yes, your Highness.”

“This is about the human girl, then?” Bedwyr asked. He cast a brief glance at Fay. “Why would they be interested in her?”

“How do we know she is not working with them?” Farren said. “Perhaps she was the one who murdered that poor pixie.”

“That’s impossible!” Fay’s voice rang through the council chamber. When everyone turned to her with mild shock, she blushed and lowered her voice. “Kayla was with me the entire night.”

Farren raised an eyebrow at her. “Is that so? You never left her side, not for one second?”

Fay opened her mouth again but faltered.

“Just as I thought,” Farren said, smirking.

“It was only for a moment,” Fay said. She clenched her hands into fists under the table, her ring cutting into her skin. “Kayla could not have gone into the Whispering Woods. She does not even—”

“Why should I trust any of your words? We all know you are perfectly capable of lying.”

Before Fay could get in another word, Ophira cleared her throat and all the attention was back on her. “I believe they have been looking for the girl,” Ophira said. “She is important to them and so she is important to us.”

No one questioned Ophira’s words. That the Crown of Tír na nÓg gave the bearer certain abilities was never talked about, but most were convinced of it. Perhaps they liked to believe that their leader was omniscient and could outwit their enemies.

Fay had never doubted Ophira’s words either.

A sinking feeling settled in her stomach. She had trusted Ophira that Kayla was the solution, even though she saw no evidence of that yet. And she’d known from the beginning what kind of situation this was, what was at stake and what danger they’d be facing. She had been willing to take the risk, convinced it was worth the price. Now she couldn’t shrug off the image of Kayla, wide-eyed and pale, as she held back tears at the sight of the dead pixie.

When Fay looked up, she realized that the conversation had carried on.

“—a memorial at nightfall,” Ophira was saying. “It should keep the people quiet for now. In the meantime, you must stifle all rumors about this, and everything I said in this room must remain a secret. We cannot afford public unrest now.”

The five councilors all nodded in solemn agreement. They rose to their feet and filed out of the room, all except Pwyll, who hovered by the door when neither Fay nor Ophira moved. 

“I wish to discuss something with Fay,” Ophira said, and Pwyll vanished with one last bow. “Come sit next to me.”

Fay moved closer to Ophira, who reached out to clasp one of Fay’s hands with her own. Her fingers were cold, and she looked about as tired as Fay felt.

“Your Highness,” Fay said and faltered.

“I can see that something troubles you.”

Fay nodded. The pounding in her head returned with a violent intensity, but she shoved the pain aside. “What if...” She stopped to clear her throat. “What if they harm the girl too?”

“Fay, your sympathy for her is admirable.” Ophira gave Fay’s hand a gentle squeeze. “Yet you should not fear for her. As long as she is here at our court, or in your company, she will be safe. And it is important that she stays with us. We cannot protect her in the mortal world.”

“She is wary of your bargain. I do not think she will stay.”

“Then you must convince her.”

“Would it not be easier if she knew the truth?”

Ophira released Fay’s hand. “We cannot tell her. Not before we find out why they need her. We have to make sure she does not leave the court until then. She wants her father and if you convince her to trust us to find him, she will stay.”

Fay clenched her hands into fists, her nails digging into the skin of her palms. “I would be deceiving her.”

“You asked for a second chance,” Ophira said. Her eyes rested on Fay for a second, then she stood with a sigh. “It has been a long day. We should both get some rest.”

Fay kept her head down as Ophira walked from the room, and she thought Ophira was already gone when she spoke again from the doorway.

“It is you or the girl, Fay. The decision is yours.”

[image: image]

When Fay left the throne room, most Faery Lights had reduced to a dim glow. As she walked up to her room, she noticed someone standing in the shadows by her door. It was a girl with dark hair. For a second, she thought it was Kayla—and a tiny part of her even hoped it was—but she was mostly relieved when she realized it was someone else. 

Isobel.

“I thought you might want some company,” she said. 

Taking Isobel’s hand, Fay shoved open her door and led them into her room. As soon as the door had shut, Fay pulled Isobel close, at first brushing her lips against Isobel’s, then kissing her with a sense of despair and longing.

Her fingers moved on their own, trailing up Isobel’s back, unclasping her dress. It slid to the floor and soon Fay’s dress followed. Isobel reached up and removed the floral crown from Fay’s head, placing it with care on the nightstand. She returned to Fay, hugging her close.  

Fay shuddered at the touch of bare skin against her own naked body. They collapsed onto the bed, all the while not breaking apart.

Isobel placed hot kisses down Fay’s neck. Then she went down even further. Eyes closed, Fay relaxed back into the cushions, her body trembling under Isobel’s touch. 

Memories of the day threatened to break into Fay’s mind, but she shoved them aside, locked them out. She focused on the moment, on Isobel’s long hair tickling her skin, on the taste of Isobel’s lips, on the way her body felt a little less broken.

Later, Fay curled up behind Isobel, holding her close. She was on the brink of sleep when Isobel’s voice startled her awake again.

“Why did you go to Chicago?”

Fay pulled away from Isobel, turned onto her back, and rubbed two fingers between her brow. The headache had subsided, but only for a brief moment. “It was nothing,” she said.

Isobel sat up, and all Fay could see in the darkness were the outlines of her body. “You always say that.”

“Because it’s not important.”

“What about that girl, then? You brought her here.” 

Fay tensed. The last thing she wanted to talk to Isobel about was Kayla.

“Listen.” Isobel took one of Fay’s hands into her own. “We might not be anamchara, but we are still friends, right? I care about you and if there is anything that troubles you, I will always be here to help.”

Fay tugged at Isobel’s hand and Isobel settled back down on the bed, snuggling up at Fay’s side. “You’re right. We’re friends,” Fay said. “And I’m enjoying all of this. A lot.”

Isobel brushed a quick kiss on Fay’s cheek. “Me too.”

“But I don’t want to talk about Chicago or Kayla or dead pixies. Not here, not now.” She’d have to do plenty of talking the next morning. The mere thought of lying to Kayla caused her tongue to prickle with premonition.

“That is a pretty name. Kayla. Don’t you think?”

Fay didn’t answer. Something inside of her had tightened when Isobel said Kayla’s name. Time Fay spent with Isobel was a relief on most days, a short respite from the court’s troubles. With Isobel, she wasn’t the Seelie Princess. She was just Fay. And Fay didn’t like mixing her two worlds.

“I should get some rest now,” Fay said. When Isobel shifted, she drew her back in. “You don’t have to leave.”

Without another word, Isobel rested her head on Fay’s chest, her body growing heavier in Fay’s arms as she drifted off to sleep.

Fay lay awake for a long time, staring up at the ceiling until the shadows bore down on her and she squeezed her eyes shut.
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EIGHT YEARS AND NINE MONTHS AGO...
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A woeful sound pierced the quiet night. 

Kayla woke with a start. Her hair was plastered to her sweaty face, her heart hammering in her chest. Pushing aside her sheets, she scrambled out of bed. The sound continued, a relentless wailing of someone deep in pain or grief. In the darkness of her room, Kayla padded over to the window, pushed aside the heavy curtain, and glanced outside.

In their garden, underneath the tall apple tree, stood a woman in a white gown. The wind whipped her long, pale hair about her face that contorted into a grotesque mask. She wailed and wept, her cheeks streaked with red as though she was crying blood instead of tears. 

Kayla’s eyes watered. She wanted to scream for her mommy, but no sound left her throat, and she stared, petrified, at the stranger who looked spectral and unreal in the faint moonlight. The woman brought her hands up to her face, covering it as she fell to her knees, still weeping. The sound was unbearable. Kayla squeezed her eyes shut and pressed her hands to her ears to keep her eardrums from popping.

Then the noise ceased as abruptly as it had started.

Kayla opened her eyes. Instead of the garden, she now faced a snow-covered road. Thick snowflakes whirled through the air, blocking most of the road. But through the mist, Kayla glimpsed a big, bulky shadow. A car? Another shadow, this one much smaller, stood three feet away from it. Who was it?

All sound died in the white noise of the falling snow. Kayla was frozen all over, down to her core. She tried to move forward, but she was stuck. The human shadow turned toward her and for a second the snow slowed to a drizzle. For a second, she could see the man’s face. 

“Daddy!” she screamed.

A gust of icy wind swirled up, swallowing her father. Kayla didn’t feel the cold; she was back in her room.

And the woman was crying again. 

Down in their garden, a black horse burst through the trees. On it sat a man in black clothing, but he didn’t have a head; his torso ended in a bloody hole where the head should have been. When the man halted his horse in front of the now silent woman, two small black eyes gaped at Kayla from the head under his arm. The mouth was contorted into a hideous grin that touched both sides of the head.

Kayla screamed.

She shrank back when the rider pulled a whip from his side and flicked it. It made a terrible crack, like bones shattering, and it woke the woman from her sudden trance. Within the blink of an eye, the two eerie figures vanished into the shadows.

Her whole body trembling, Kayla clambered down the dresser and stumbled through her room into the hallway. She pounded on her mother’s bedroom door, tears streaming down her face.

“Mommy!”

Her mother opened the door. “Honey, you know you can just come in if—?”

“It’s Daddy,” Kayla cried and crashed into her mother. “Please, we have to help him!”

Warm hands wrapped around Kayla, pulling her closer. “Kayla, your dad’s fine.” 

“No, you don’t understand!” Kayla was sobbing now, with lots of tears and snot. “They will hurt him!”

“Kayla...”

“It’s the faeries, they came to take him.”

Her mother’s hand froze on Kayla’s back for a second, and Kayla felt her mother’s chest rise as she drew in a deep breath. “Shh, no one’s hurting your father,” she said. “Faeries aren’t real.”

Kayla struggled against her mother’s tight embrace—to no avail. She cried for her daddy and begged her mommy, but she would not listen.

“He’s fine,” her mother kept saying as she picked up Kayla and tucked her into her bed. Kayla curled into a ball as her mother stroked her hair. “It was a nightmare, nothing else.” 

A nightmare that felt as real as the tears streaking Kayla’s face. The cries of the woman still rang in her ears...

No, this crying was different.

“We must’ve woken Theo,” her mother said. She leaned in and placed a kiss on Kayla’s head. “I’m getting your brother. You both can stay with me tonight.”

“But Daddy...” Kayla’s voice was hoarse, and her throat itched.

“Your father will be back tomorrow morning. I promise.”

After her mom had returned with her baby brother, Kayla cuddled up against her mother’s side. It was a nightmare. Her daddy was fine. He’d be back in the morning. Eventually, Kayla drifted off to sleep.

Dawn broke, but her daddy never came home again.
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THE QUEEN’S BARGAIN
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After a few hours of fitful sleep interrupted by flashing images of the dead pixie, Kayla struggled out of bed. Her head was pounding and the lavender dress stuck to her skin. Her mouth tasted stale. She found a jug of water on her bedside table, poured some of it in a glass, and gulped it down.

She sat on her bed, watching the first feeble rays of sunlight rise beyond the mountain range outside her window. The floor below her bare feet was cool and soothing. Kayla concentrated on the feeling of it, forcing her brain to accept that she wasn’t still dreaming. This was real. No matter how many times she closed and opened her eyes, it wouldn’t bring her back home. She took another glass of water and sipped.

Home.

Her mother and brother.

And Abby.

A gaping hole in the shape of her father.

What would her dad want her to do? If she went back home, she might never find him. To trust the faeries was a risk, but one that could bring her closer to her father. If it were her, he’d take the risk too.

Kayla wandered into the adjacent bathroom. It had no mirror, which was for the best. After running a comb through her tangled curls and cursing at each knot, she splashed some water onto her face, trying to rub most of the exhaustion from her eyes. She found a fresh dress, similar to the one she wore but with no stains on it.

When she returned to the main room, the sun had climbed high above the mountain’s peak and glittered off the golden interior. Kayla was squinting against the light when someone knocked on the door.

“Come in,” Kayla called.

It was Fay. Whereas yesterday she had worn a beautiful, green dress worthy of a princess, her outfit today was casual. She was wearing a light-brown woolen dress and a green doublet over it. The floral crown was missing from her head, and she had a pouch slung over her shoulder.

“We should talk,” Fay said, closing the door behind her. Without waiting for Kayla’s response, she crossed the room and sat down on Kayla’s bed.

Kayla stood, arms crossed.

“Yesterday’s revel was cut short,” Fay said, sounding oddly formal. “And I fear we did not have enough time to talk about the queen’s bargain. Do you wish to discuss it now?” She sounded strained, and the way she sat on the bed, rigid and hands clasped in her lap, mirrored that tension.

“I haven’t made my decision yet,” Kayla said. “But, honestly, I’m having a hard time trusting you. First, you kidnapped me—”

“We talked about this.” 

“—and at the revel I found out you enchant humans? Sure, Nooa said those tricks don’t work on me, but who’s to say he’s not lying?”

Fay’s jaw tensed. “What he said was the truth. Faeries cannot lie.”

“You keep saying that. How do I know that’s true?”

“It pains us,” Fay said, “like swallowing a mouthful of cold iron. Some have lost their tongues over lying.”

With a frown, Kayla leaned her hip against the dresser. “I want to find my dad. I do. But you don’t know who sent that acorn and your queen doesn’t either.”

“We know it is a faerie message,” Fay said. “So whoever sent it is living in Tír na nÓg or has some connection to it. Listen.” She rose to her feet, closing the distance between them. If Kayla reached out a hand, she could touch Fay, could pull her in. Kayla stood still, not taking her eyes off Fay.

“Queen Ophira has abilities that can help you find your father,” Fay said. “This is her kingdom and she can locate anyone who is related to it. And if she cannot do it, she has plenty of people who can. This is not your world. It is ours. And if you want to find your father here, you have got to trust us.” Fay’s eyes flicked away, then they bore back into Kayla’s. “You have only one clue about where your father is, which is not a lot. You could use our help.”

“Yes, that’s true,” Kayla said. “But my family...”

“I get it.” Fay reached out and took one of Kayla’s hands in hers. “Think of what you could gain. And once you find your father, you can return home.”

Kayla stared at their intertwined hands. A golden ring glimmered on Fay’s left hand. Her skin was smooth, except for the fingertips, which had callouses. Kayla thought about tracing her thumb along those callouses, her touch causing Fay to shiver. The way she’d trembled back in the alley. It had only been brief, but Kayla had noticed it.

Fay squeezed Kayla’s hand. “If I thought those words held any meaning, I would say I am sorry about the way we met,” she said. “I admit I could have handled it differently, but we do not weep about the past. Either way, you are here now and I can tell how much you want to find your dad. Let me help you.”

Fay’s eyes were unlike any Kayla had ever seen. They were glowing, two emeralds warmed by the sunlight and radiating that warmth. Kayla tore her gaze away, focusing on Fay’s mouth instead. Her lips were pink, the lower one fuller than the upper lip. They weren’t chapped, but smooth.

Kayla slipped her hand from Fay’s. “You’re right,” she said. “I could use your help.” 
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Queen Ophira was waiting for them back in the throne room. The wooden table from the day before had been removed, and instead Ophira sat on her throne, her green gown flowing around her. On one side stood Fay and Chancellor Pwyll. On the other side was Fionn, and when he glanced at Kayla, she shivered at the memory of the night before.

As Kayla faced the queen, she touched the watch on her wrist, tracing the crack in the glass with one finger. Nothing was more familiar to her.

“Have you made your decision?” Ophira asked. Her strained voice betrayed her otherwise calm demeanor.

“Almost,” Kayla said.

Ophira tilted her head, narrowing her eyes. “If you are still interested in my aid, then we must execute the bargain. Refusing to do so will result in banishment from our lands. You would have to leave at once.”

“No, I wish to stay,” Kayla said, and her heart thudded in response.

“Then the conditions remain unchanged. You swear your loyalty to the Seelie Court and I in return shall grant you aid in finding your father.” 

“I have to stay within this court until then?” Kayla asked. 

“You must not leave the Seelie Court unless I give my permission,” Ophira said. “You must not go looking for your father yourself, for these lands are too dangerous to venture on a solitary quest. And you cannot go back to the place you call home. You may do so once the end of the bargain is met. Any other questions?”

“What about the message to my family you promised me?”

The corner of Ophira’s mouth twitched. “I will take care of that,” she said. “One of my knights, in Glamor, shall pay a visit to your family.”

“Can’t I send a message myself?”

“I cannot risk you revealing our world to mortals who do not bear the Gift. You must not tell anyone you are here.”

Kayla fidgeted with her dad’s watch. “You’re sure you can find my father?” 

“I believe that your father is not lost yet,” Ophira said with a smile that was almost too sweet. “Do you accept my bargain then?”

Looking straight at the queen, Kayla spoke before she could question her decision once more. “Yes, I accept.” 

“Excellent.” Ophira rose, her wings fanning out behind her. “Fetch me Cassán,” she said to Fionn. He left and returned seconds later with a faerie man dressed in a brown robe, embroidered with golden swirls along the hem.

Ophira gestured to Kayla. “Would you come over here, then?”

Kayla moved to stand opposite the queen. All eyes in the room were resting on her and the queen as they both lifted their right hands. Kayla had to hold hers under Ophira’s so that their palms almost touched. Then, Cassán retrieved a thin rope from a pouch at his belt and wrapped it around their hands twice.

“It is almost done,” Ophira said.

Kayla glanced up at her youthful face. Not a single line or even the tiniest freckle disrupted her spotless white skin.

Cassán tied a knot into the rope, forcing their hands closer. Kayla’s palm was pressed against Ophira’s and her fingertips tingled. As Cassán murmured words unknown to Kayla, the rope tied around their hands quivered.

Kayla stared down as something pinched her palm and the rope burst into flames. She jerked back with a yelp, watching the charred remnants of the rope float to the ground.

“Your part is done now,” Ophira said and settled back on her throne, rubbing her palms together. “There is someone in my debt whom I have called for help. Fay will guide you to them. I trust her to keep said person’s whereabouts to herself and I trust you will keep them a secret too.”

“I’ll keep them a secret,” Kayla said, but she was barely listening. Her hands were shaking, and she saw something burned into the palm of her right hand. It was light red and had the shape of several lines tied to one knot.

She rubbed her palm against the fabric of her dress, but the mark remained. 

Kayla met Fay’s gaze. The smile she offered Kayla faded, and when Fay bowed her head, Kayla thought she saw a flicker of worry cross her face.

Either Kayla was one step closer to finding her father—or she had made the biggest mistake of her life.
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PART TWO
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“Up the airy mountain,

Down the rushy glen,

We daren’t go a-hunting

For fear of little men;

Wee folk, good folk,

Trooping all together;

Green jacket, red cap,

And white owl’s feather!”

––––––––
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“The Fairies” - William Allingham
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THE FAERIE CAT

[image: image]


[image: image]

––––––––
[image: image]


The windows of the Citadel opened onto a stunning view of the court below and the endless blue sky above. It was almost too perfect, without a single cloud in sight.

Kayla’s palm still itched where the burn mark was and she rubbed it against her side. “Who is this person you’re taking me to?” she asked Fay.

“You’ll see.”

“Can’t you tell me?”

“I said you’ll see,” Fay sneered.

The sudden harshness in Fay’s voice caught Kayla off guard, and she stared at Fay as they stopped in front of a door on the second floor. “Wait out here,” Fay said and vanished into the room before Kayla could regain her composure. She returned after a minute, wearing a pair of shoes that looked nothing like the ones Kayla was used to; they were made from leaves. Fay was holding another pair toward Kayla.

“You will need these,” Fay said. “It’s not as clean where we’re going.”

“Which would be where?”

Fay shoved the shoes into Kayla’s hands before turning and walking away. Kayla slipped into the shoes, which were sturdier than she’d expected, and followed Fay down a flight of stairs. 

“Did I do something wrong?” Kayla said, letting some of her frustration seep into her voice. “I did what you asked, didn’t I? You could at least look at me!”

Fay froze in her tracks and turned at Kayla with a frown. “I...” She raked a hand through her hair, sighing. “I shouldn’t have snapped at you. It was a long night. That’s all.” Her eyes darted away. “Now, come on. We have to go.”

“Fine.”

They left the Citadel and crossed the gardens, where flowers bloomed in vivid colors, stretching their heads toward the sun. At the end of the gravel path, under a tree with yellow blossoms, two figures were sitting on a wooden bench.

Fay walked straight up to the couple, who turned out to be her friends Nooa and Maeve. It surprised Kayla to see that Maeve no longer wore last night’s disgusted look on her face. A shimmer of excitement surrounded her, which Kayla felt was even more misplaced considering what had happened at the revel.

“Where are we heading?” Maeve asked.

“Are they coming with us?” Kayla spun at Fay. “I thought where we’re going is a secret.” 

“We might need them,” Fay said, and Kayla saw a flash of silver disappear under the hem of Fay’s dress. Her dagger.

Maeve had dressed differently than last night, too. Her seaweed-green hair was pulled back into a tight braid, and instead of wearing a dress she was in a pair of woolen pants and a doublet. A strap was slung over her shoulder and Kayla could see the feathery ends of arrows. Maeve propped her webbed hands on her hips.

“I cannot believe you are taking a bow with you,” Nooa said. He wore pants and a doublet as well, but the only other accessory was a pretty flute hanging from a leather band around his neck. “Where did you even get that from?”

Maeve smirked. “I have my ways.”

“One of these days you will regret being so reckless,” Nooa said. His expression wavered between a frown and a smile.

Kayla looked from Nooa to Maeve. “Why are you bringing weapons?”

“None of your business,” Maeve said.

“Yes, it is. I’m trying to find my father and I don’t need your attitude for it.”

“Oh, spare me your whining!”

“Whining?”

“Stop it,” Fay said, taking a step between the two. “We’ve talked about this, Maeve.”

“I agreed to help,” Maeve said. “I never said I wouldn’t be annoyed by her human nonsense.”

Heat flushed into Kayla’s cheeks. “My—what?”

“She didn’t mean it like that,” Fay said. Maeve’s lips parted, but Fay silenced her friend with a cold stare. With an exasperated sigh, Maeve turned and stalked down a path, deeper into the garden. Fay, Kayla, and Nooa followed her.

“She will come around,” Nooa said.

Kayla watched Maeve stomp past patches of colorful flowers. “If she’s so annoyed with me, why bother helping?”

“Well, for one thing,” Nooa said, “Fay asked.” He grinned at his friend beside him and Fay returned the smile.

“That’s all?”

“No,” Nooa said. “Maeve likes to be needed, but she is denied to help in the way she wants to.”

“What would that be?” 

“She wants to be a knight.”

In the distance, Maeve vanished behind a group of trees.

“Why can’t she be one?” Kayla asked. “There are female knights, right?” She thought of the night before, the group of knights entering the hall in their shining golden armor. Not all of them had been men.

Nooa turned toward Kayla. “Yes, there are a few, but Maeve cannot take the knight’s vow because she is part merrow. Only pure-blooded Seelie faeries may become knights.”

“That’s not fair, is it?”

“‘The Queen is the Law, the Law is the Queen.’” Nooa said solemnly.

They’d arrived at a depression where a tall oak tree stood partly hidden in the Citadel’s shadow. Maeve was waiting beside it, impatiently tapping her right foot as the others approached.

“So where are we going?” Kayla asked again.

“Chicago!” Nooa exclaimed.

Kayla’s heart leaped. “We’re going back? But how? I thought I wasn’t allowed to.” 

“You can go wherever the queen allows,” Fay said.

“What if my family sees me?” She could never lie to Theo or Abby. And she didn’t think she could leave them a second time.

“They won’t,” Fay said, and turned to face them all. “Before we leave, you all should know who we are about to meet. Her name is Dahlia and she’s a faerie cat. One of the few people among the Fair Folk who can tap into strong magic. We must all keep her whereabouts a secret or else she will be in grave danger.”

“Why?” 

Kayla caught sight of the deadly glare Maeve shot her. She gritted her teeth to prevent herself from saying something she’d regret later.

“Most believe that faerie cats are extinct,” Fay said. “And it’s better that way. They have powers beyond our imagination. Powers that could destroy us. If some of the Fair Folk knew they were still alive...”

“And how is that woman—Dahlia, you said?—able to help me find my father?”

“Because,” Fay said, “she can look into your mind and see.”

“See what?”

“Everything. Who you are, your past, your present, your future. Memories you cherish, memories you’ve cast away. She can see all the relationships you’ve ever had and will have. All the people who ever mattered or will matter in your life. She can sense them.” 

Kayla swallowed against the lump in her throat. “That sounds... dreadful,” she said. “To have someone poke around in your memories like that.”

Fay’s eyes darkened. “The hidden pieces of our mind are always the ones that hurt the most.” She stepped closer to the oak tree and reached out a hand to brush a finger against the lowest branch. The leaves shuddered and deep golden engravings appeared on the bark of the tree.

Kayla straightened up to examine the symbols: swirls, intertwined lines, spirals. None resembled actual words or recognizable symbols, yet it felt like looking at a long lost language. Her gaze lingered on a pattern that was at about the height of her waist: a set of three spirals connected in the middle. She traced its lines with a finger. It was carved in deep, deeper than the other engravings.

“What is that?”

Fay pulled at a chain around her neck, retrieving a pendant that had the same shape as the symbol, and Kayla watched as Fay pressed it into the engraving. With the ground vibrating under their feet, the ropes of vines and roots that enveloped the tree slithered aside, revealing the hollow inside. The morning sun struck the mouth of the tunnel, showing stone walls and packed earth leading straight ahead, into complete darkness.

“The Triskelion is the symbol of the three worlds,” Fay said, tucking the pendant away. “It opens up the Faery Path that allows you to move between the worlds: the mortal world, where humans live, and the otherworld, which our people call Tír na nÓg.”

“What about the third world?”

“Pray you never find out.” Fay gestured toward the entrance. “After you.”
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The moment all of them were inside the tunnel, the door swung shut of its own accord, darkness enveloping them. A bright green light sprung to life above their heads and Fay reached up to pull down the lantern.

Fay shone the light down the tunnel. “We’ll have to walk awhile.”

“Then let’s get going,” Kayla said.

They walked without speaking, the passageway not even changing once but leading straight ahead. After some time, it was as though they weren’t moving at all. It was silent except for the occasional scuttling of unseen bugs and beetles.

Maeve and Nooa were walking behind Kayla and she knew they were watching her. 

Kayla ignored them and glanced at Fay beside her, who carried the lantern with a stoic calmness. In the dim glow, Kayla noticed that while Fay was rather lithe, her arms were strong and slightly muscular. Back in the alley, when Fay had fought the boar, she spun and stabbed and slashed with ease. Fay was capable of more than it seemed at first sight. After all, Fay must have somehow gotten an unconscious Kayla through this never-ending Faery Path by herself. Kayla blushed at the idea of Fay carrying her. She hoped she hadn’t drooled or—

Fay came to a halt, the lantern swinging in her hand. “Whatever you do, do not follow it!”

“Follow what?” Kayla asked, staggering. A blue light had popped up in the distance, hovering in the air like a tiny ball of flame. It flickered but didn’t move. “What is it? It’s so... so...” She took a step toward it and was instantly pulled back.

“Do not follow it,” Fay hissed, her face inches from Kayla’s. “It’s a will-o’-the-wisp, a wild Faery Light, and it will lead you in the wrong direction, deeper into the Faery Path. And trust me, you will never return from there. No one has.” 

Kayla wriggled her arm but she couldn’t get free from Fay’s grip. “But it looks so innocent,” she said. “I’m sure it won’t harm us.”

Nooa appeared at their side. “It is supposed to look like that,” he said. “The Faery Light ensures that only those who are worthy can travel between the worlds.”

Kayla gaped at the light as it bounced up and down. “It’s a ball of light. It can’t be that menacing.”

“If you don’t believe us,” Maeve said, “you’re welcome to follow it. I certainly won’t mind.”

Fay shot her friend a glare, then turned back to Kayla. “That’s not any light,” she said, gently. “And you should never trust it.”

They continued at a slower pace. Kayla kept gazing at the Faery Light, which was constantly a few feet ahead of them, flickering and bouncing, until the path parted again and it went the other way.

Kayla soon lost her bearings with all the twists and turns of the path. Maybe that was Fay’s intention, so that Kayla couldn’t remember the way back to Chicago. To her family.

Soon enough, they reached what seemed like a dead end, a wall of dirt and thick ropes of vines crisscrossing it. Fay and Maeve cut away the vines to uncover the keyhole, while Nooa stood beside them, humming a tune Kayla didn’t know.

Fay was about to press her Triskelion into the keyhole when she turned back to her friends. “Wait a second...” she said. “Are you two Glamored?”

“Ah, I forgot.” Maeve reached for a bracelet she wore on her right arm while Nooa touched his flute. They muttered under their breaths and then nodded at Fay. 

Kayla stared at them. “What does a Glamor do again?”

“It hides us from mortal eyes,” Fay said.

“So you’re invisible now or what?

“Of course not,” Maeve said as if Kayla had asked whether the sky was blue.

“It changes our appearance,” Nooa said, winking at Kayla. “It is too bad you can see through it. I look fantastic now, you know.”

Maeve snorted. “Yeah, you do.” Nooa poked Maeve in her side and she squealed. She retaliated with a slap on his arm, but he only laughed.

“We should get going,” Fay said. Her lips were pulled into a crooked smile, as if she were holding back a laugh too. She pressed her pendant into the keyhole.

The door swung open to blinding afternoon light. A chilly wind welcomed them, the kind Kayla was so familiar with that she lifted her head and let it whip her hair around her face.

They were back in Millennium Park and Chicago’s skyline stretched out in front of them. Skyscrapers rose high into the sky, higher than the towers of the Citadel, their windows sparkling like a thousand suns. Tourists swarmed around the slick silver Bean, and the wind rattled the colorful banners that hung on poles.

Kayla stood still and closed her eyes for a moment. There was the sound of people chatting and of cars honking. The L thundered along the tracks just a block away from them. Somewhere close by, a street vendor was selling fresh popcorn, the salty smell wafting toward her.

But when Kayla opened her eyes again, she noticed all the things that had changed since she had left. Behind her, the trees—even the one that was the entry to the Faery Path—had changed colors. Their green leaves had turned into a blend of brown, orange, and yellow. And even though the sun was shining, the wind was too crisp for late September and people were wearing coats and jackets.

Kayla stumbled back a step. “No...” Not looking back at the others, she hurried across the Chase Promenade to the next newspaper stand. Her hands shook as she pulled out the paper on top—and stared. The date read:

October 31

She spun around, the paper rustling as she crushed it with her hands. The other three had caught up with her and Fay reached out for Kayla’s hands, but Kayla pulled them back.

“This!” Kayla forced the paper into Fay’s face. “This isn’t possible!”

“What’s wrong with her now?” Maeve said.

Kayla lowered the paper, pointing her finger at the date. “It says it’s the end of October,” she said. “That’s impossible. We left two days ago, September 25th.”

Fay was paler than usual. Nooa peered over Fay’s shoulder at the paper, then stared at Fay. Neither of them said anything.

“How can that be?” Kayla clasped a hand to her mouth. “My father... in one of his stories, a man went with the faeries and when he came back months later, he said he’d been away for ten years. Is that...” She swallowed, hugging the paper to her chest. “Is that true?”

Fay averted her gaze and Maeve was busy ignoring her. But Nooa grabbed a corner of the paper and gently removed it from Kayla’s grasp. “Almost,” he said. “Time in the mortal world does not correlate with time in Tír na nÓg. What feels like a few hours in our realm will be much longer here. In some rare cases, it might be the other way around, like in your father’s story. It is quite arbitrary, actually.”

Kayla lowered her arms. “Why didn’t you say something?” she yelled, not looking at anyone in particular.

If it had been that long... the night she left was still so clear in her mind. Of course it was; it had only been two days ago. But to the people she had left behind, it had been more than a month.

She’d left Abby standing in that club without a word of where she was going. Poor Theo had to wake up to his sister missing. And her mother... Kayla had promised to text her the next day, but she never did. She never came back home, just like her father. Kayla could picture her mother, sitting at home, making phone calls to all the authorities, police stations, and hospitals. Her mother had always been practical, even when Kayla’s father vanished.

Maybe she had stayed busy so as not to miss him as much as Kayla did.

“Come on, get going!” Maeve cut through Kayla’s thoughts.

“No,” Kayla said, her voice quivering. The urge to burst into tears was overwhelming, but that wouldn’t solve her problems right now. “I need to make a phone call.” She turned and strode toward the main street.

Fay hurried after her and forced Kayla to stop with her grip tight on Kayla’s arm. “You will do no such thing,” she said.

Kayla struggled against Fay’s grasp. “I have to,” she said. “They need to know I’m okay.”

“Ophira will let them know, but you cannot talk to them. That bargain you made is strong magic. You would not even be able to come here if I had not brought you. And you knew what you were getting into.”

“I never knew I’d miss that much of their lives!” Kayla pulled back to free herself, but Fay’s narrow eyes rooted her to the spot. “Don’t you understand? I never thought I’d be gone for so long. I’ve already been away for a month... How much is it going to be the next time?”

Fay was silent for a second, her gaze focused on the ground. “I know this must be difficult,” she said, completely void of sympathy, “but that is what you agreed to. If you wish to find your father, you must adhere to the queen’s wishes.”

Now Kayla was the one averting her gaze. Every inch of her wanted to argue how stupid the queen’s request was, but she knew it would be to no avail. It was the price she had to pay. 

“It’s not too late,” Fay said, softer. “The bargain can still be undone, if I talk to the queen. You could return to your family.”

“But without my father?” 

“Yes,” Fay said. “I want to help you but I can’t if we go against Ophira. Do you wish to continue?”

Kayla wrapped her arms around herself, rubbing her elbows. “What about my friend? Can I at least tell Abby I’m okay?” she asked, but Fay’s set jaw was enough answer. “Fine. Let’s keep going.” Her voice wavered with doubt, and Fay offered her a weak smile.

“Finally!” Maeve said and ushered them through the crowd of tourists and locals onto Michigan Avenue.

Kayla glanced up the street. A few blocks north of here was Abby’s apartment. Would she be home? Kayla hadn’t checked the newspaper for the weekday, but she thought it was a Friday. Abby would be at school. Kayla didn’t even want to think about all the hours she’d miss at school, ruining her chances of getting into a good university.

Her mother would be furious on so many levels.

They turned onto East Madison Street and Kayla focused on what lay ahead. If finding her father would take longer than she’d expected, at least in the eyes of Abby and her family, there was no more time to lose.

“We’re here,” Fay said after a few minutes, and Kayla drew up short.

[image: image]

They were facing a skyscraper with large windows, behind which people were staring at computer screens and hammering away on keyboards.

An incredibly ordinary place for someone who could do magic.

Then Kayla looked closer and saw a much smaller building jammed between that skyscraper and another one. It appeared out of place, the front of the two-story building overflowing with pots of flowers. Two grimy windows that blurred the interior were on either side of a shabby wooden door. Above that hung a crooked sign that read: The Windy Flower. Dahlia’s Flower Shop.

Fay pushed the door open. A tiny bell rang when they entered and the scent of lavender and marigold, of grass and soil, hit Kayla where she stood. It would have overwhelmed her if she hadn’t spent the night in the wilderness of the Seelie Court.

It wasn’t something she would have expected to find in downtown Chicago.

All kinds of greenery were overflowing in their pots, slithering down the legs of tables. Flowers had cracked their containers and were scattered all over the place. Kayla lifted her foot high to avoid stepping in a heap of soil. Vines and ivy tangling from the ceiling blocked out most of the artificial light. It was so gloomy inside that Kayla only saw the shadow of the woman standing behind the counter.

“What brings you here, children of the Fair Folk?” she asked.

“Queen Ophira sends us,” Fay said.

The woman leaned forward, arms propped on the counter so that the flickering light on the ceiling illuminated her face. She was young and beautiful, with pale green eyes and long ginger hair. Large tapered ears coated in red fur, like a cat’s, stuck out between her curls. 

“What is it this time?” she said. “Want me to undo a Glamor? Have you tricked the wrong human again? Or did you give one of them faerie food and now he’s all gaga?” She gave a flick of her hand, clicking the abundance of bangles she wore.

“It was one time,” Maeve said. “And he’s fine now, okay? I checked on him.”

Nooa gave her a sidelong glance. “He still thinks he is a duck. I saw him skinny-dipping in a pond the last time we were in Chicago. He was quacking and flapping his arms.”

Maeve shrugged and then turned away to poke at some plants.

“As hilarious as that night might have been,” Fay said, dryly, “it is not the concern of our visit. This here, Kayla, she is the reason we are here.”

Her gaze settling on Kayla, Dahlia came around the counter. She was about Kayla’s height but had a much ampler figure, her chest almost too full for her flowery apron. As Dahlia’s eyes swept Kayla from top to bottom, Kayla noticed that her pupils were slits.

“Interesting,” Dahlia said. She placed her hand on Kayla’s arm. “We’d better take this upstairs. Would you care for some tea? Coffee?”

“Tea would be fine,” Kayla said.

Beside the counter hung a bead curtain that tinkled as Dahlia guided Kayla and the others through it and into a narrow hallway. A set of crooked, saggy stairs led upward. There was a railing but it looked moldy and dry, as though it would crumble at the tiniest touch. Back here, it still smelled like flowers. At the top of the stairs was another door, which Dahlia thrust open. 

“Grab yourselves a seat while I set up the kettle,” she said.

The apartment was one wide space crammed with an old, tattered sofa and two leather chairs of the same condition, countless bookshelves overflowing with books and peculiar objects, and tables, big and small, loaded with flowers in pots that looked like cauldrons. 

Kayla maneuvered through the crowded space while Dahlia busied herself in the dinky kitchenette in the far corner.

Maeve collapsed into a chair and smirked at Kayla as if in triumph before she faced Dahlia again. “I see not a lot has changed around here,” she said.

Nooa settled in the chair beside her, crossing one lanky leg over the other. His knees reached almost up under his chin.

“Is that so?” Dahlia asked. “It has been quite some time though since you’ve last visited me. And yet you lot don’t seem to have aged a day!” She threw back her head and laughed. 

Maeve grinned back at her, flipping her long braid over her shoulder.

It sparked a thought in Kayla’s mind. If time passed differently in Tír na nÓg, how old were Fay, Nooa, and Maeve? She’d never asked, given that they looked about her age. Now that she knew that a year in Tír na nÓg wasn’t a year in the mortal world, she wasn’t so sure anymore.

Fay sat on the sofa and Kayla joined her. The work desk that stood beside them was cluttered with dirty papers, tiny glass vials containing herbs, and a mortar and pestle. 

Dahlia placed a tray on the low coffee table, pushing aside papers and flowers in pots. “I would usually expect a thank you for the tea,” she said, “but I know how your Folk ticks.” She sat on a low wooden stool and helped herself to a cup of tea.

Maeve shot her a displeased glare but said nothing.

“The queen has not told you we would come, then?” Fay asked. She filled her own cup with tea and picked it up. Steam was rising from it and the smell of pungent fall spices drifted toward Kayla.

Something cawed, followed by a blurry flash hissing through the air. A raven landed on Dahlia’s shoulder, picking at its black feathers with its beak. Dahlia gave it a pat on the head. “Actually, the queen did send a message,” she said. “Bran here has informed me about your visit. He’s told me that Kayla is in search for some answers.” Then she smiled and Kayla saw that her upper canines were long and sharp, like a feline’s. “Go ahead. Tell me.” 

Kayla scooted to the edge of her seat, gripping her knees with her hands. “I-I’m looking for my father. He was taken by faeries.”

Dahlia raised an eyebrow and beckoned to Fay. “These?” 

“No, it wasn’t a faerie of the Seelie Court,” Kayla said. 

“How about you start from the beginning, dear?”

Kayla blushed. “Okay, yes,” she said, and took a quick breath before continuing. “About nine years ago, my father vanished. I was told he died in a car accident, but I never believed that because...” She rubbed her sweaty palms against her thigh. “He had always talked about the Fair Folk and I knew they’d taken him. Two days ago—no, it’s a month ago?” The last bit came out as a question. Time was passing too fast; it couldn’t be real. But Fay was nodding along to Kayla’s words, so Kayla continued. “I got a message.”

“What kind of message?”

“A faerie acorn,” Fay said. “Kayla received it from an unknown faerie, and it said that Kayla’s father was still alive.” 

Dahlia’s eyes rested on Fay for a second, and something subtle seemed to pass between them. Then Dahlia sat her cup back down on the table. “If your father is truly alive,” she said, “there’s only one way for me to find him. I will need to tap into your mind to establish a connection with him.” As she stood, the raven on her shoulder cackled in protest.

“Wouldn’t it be easier to look for the faerie who sent the message?” Kayla asked. “There was an emblem on it. Maybe if we can find out who it belongs to...” She turned to Fay, who was twisting the ring on her left hand without looking at it.

“You heard Queen Ophira. That faerie is not one of us,” Fay said. “To try and find a faerie like that... we would have to search all of Tír na nÓg. It would take ages to scour the land.”

“There’s no quicker way—?”

“And it would be incredibly dangerous. No, this is not an option.” 

“Fay is right, my dear,” Dahlia said. “You share no connection with that faerie messenger. I can’t locate the sender, but I can find your father. You are his blood.” 

“Okay...” Kayla said. She didn’t quite understand how her blood could bring her any closer to her father, but it was worth a try. “So what do I have to do?”

“Sit still for now,” Dahlia said. She went to her worktable and emptied several glass vials into the mortar. Then, she took hold of the pestle and started crushing the ingredients. “Would you mind handing me that cup?” Dahlia asked, gesturing to the table. 

With a frown, Maeve grabbed an empty teacup and tossed it over to Dahlia. She snatched it out of the air, placed it on the table, and poured the ingredients into it. Then, she picked up the kettle from the kitchen counter and filled the cup with steaming water.

“Here, drink this,” she said.

Kayla sniffed. The liquid was giving off an obtrusive smell that reminded Kayla of burned plastic and made her gag.

Dahlia propped her hand onto her hip. “It’s not as bad as it smells,” she said. “The herbs will open your mind.” Kayla raised an eyebrow, lips parting. “And before you ask,” she said, “no, there’s no other way to do this.”

Kayla crinkled her nose at the concoction that looked as though it had come straight from the gutter.

“Dahlia knows what she’s doing,” Fay said with an assuring nod. “It’ll be all right.” 

Kayla drew in air and, holding her breath, emptied the cup in one big gulp. She cringed and coughed, but luckily it stayed down.  

“I guess I could have thrown in more honeysuckles.” Dahlia shrugged and sat beside Kayla. “Now, this part could speed up the process. Do you have anything with you that belonged to your father?”

Kayla glanced down at her watch. “Yes, why?”

“May I place my hand on it while we do this? It will help me establish a connection to your father.”

“Okay, but be careful.” Kayla held out her arm with reluctance and Dahlia closed a hand around her wrist. 

“Laced with cold iron?” Dahlia asked, her furred ears twitching. Kayla could hear Maeve swear under her breath. “All right, fine by me. We should begin. The concoction will take effect any second now.”

On cue, Kayla was overcome by a sudden dizziness. She shut her eyes. Voices came through cotton, but Kayla couldn’t care less what they were saying. The world was spinning, going way too fast for her to catch up, and all she wanted was to lie down. Hands pressed against her shoulders, shoving her into a flat position.

“What have you done to her?”

Kayla couldn’t match the voice to a speaker. Cold fingers touched her temples and within the flash of a second, the rest of the world was drowned out.

Blurred images sped past Kayla’s inner eye, black and white, as if played by an old recorder. It was impossible to get a hold on one. They slipped through Kayla’s mind as sand through fingers.

Then they slowed, becoming more discernible, and Kayla recognized a few familiar faces: her mother, kissing her goodnight; Theo playing baseball for the first time and their mother crying because their father was missing it; Abby grinning at her on the day they met. Her father...

There was a constant noise in the background, high and sweet, and it grew louder as the images changed. The black-and-white colors were replaced by a vivid green and, as it shifted further, a forest materialized before Kayla. The noise changed too, and it became the singing voice of a woman, ringing out from all directions.

Kayla’s heart ached for the melody, and she imagined paddling toward it, into the memory, to find out who was singing to her. But she couldn’t move. An invisible barrier was holding her back.

Then the memory dissolved like a broken film reel, turned into tiny fragments that crumbled until they were nothing but dust.

Gasping for air, Kayla jolted into a sitting position. Faces were staring down at her, worry on most, annoyance on another.

“I thought you’d finally shut her up,” Maeve said. She fell back into her chair with a huff.

A thin film of sweat covered Kayla’s skin, sticking her hair to her neck. Heart pounding, she searched her surroundings for Fay’s face and found her crouching on the floor, holding Kayla’s hand so tight it almost hurt.

“Fay...”

“What did you see?” Fay asked. Her eyes were wide with curiosity and something else, maybe fear.

“I-I...” What had she seen? And more importantly, who had she heard? She looked to Dahlia for an explanation. 

Dahlia had sunk back into her chair. Her brow was furrowed and her hair plastered to her face with sweat. “Neither of us has seen much,” she said and wiped the sweat off her brow with the back of her hand. Her gaze met Kayla’s, dull and exhausted. “There’s a strong magic on you. I can feel it is wearing off, but it has disfigured some of your memories. If I can’t sense your father in your mind, I won’t be able to trace him.”

“How—”

A phone rang out somewhere and Dahlia stumbled into the kitchenette to answer the call. 

Kayla faced the others. Maeve was fiddling with an arrow from her quiver. “A total waste of time,” she said. “If we head back now, then perhaps I can still go to the practice grounds.”

“Go back?” Kayla asked. “No, I need answers first.” She was shaking all over and tried to focus on Fay’s steady grip on her hand.

“Well, too bad,” Maeve said. 

“You should not sneak back into training again, though,” Nooa piped up from the back of the room. He was inspecting some of Dahlia’s artifacts, picked up a heavy book with yellowed pages, then dropped it again with a look of disgust. “That stinks.”

“Maybe of cat piss?” Maeve laughed but stopped abruptly under Fay’s cold glare. “It’s not too farfetched.”

Dahlia slammed the phone back down. “I will have to ask you to leave.” 

“I was just joking,” Maeve said, but her voice didn’t carry even a hint of remorse. 

Dahlia’s cat eyes darted between the four. “There’s been a change of plans. A friend requires my help at the Navy Pier.”

Fay dropped Kayla’s hand and leaped to her feet. “What is it?” When Dahlia didn’t answer, Fay said, “If this has anything to do with the Seelie Court, you must tell me at once.”

“It’s faeries,” Dahlia said. “But they aren’t of the Seelie Court.”
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HALLOWEEN SCARE
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Kayla watched as Maeve gathered her bow and Nooa rose to block her way.

“This is not our responsibility,” he said.

“They’re faeries, Nooa, so they are our responsibility.”

“What if—” He shuddered and continued in a lowered voice. “What if they’re the once who murdered the pixie?”

“One more reason to go.”

Nooa heaved a sigh, dropping his hands to his side. “You are not a knight, Maeve,” he said. “And heading into situations you should stay away from will not make you one.” 

“You’re being dramatic again,” Maeve said, shouldering her bow. “It’s just a bunch of Wild Fae that overstepped their boundaries.”

“That makes no sense!” Nooa ran a hand through his charcoal hair.

“Just admit that you’re afraid.”

Nooa froze, his hand still raised. “Do not dare talk to me like that,” he said. “I am trying to keep away from trouble. Something that you should try just one time.”

“Maybe another day.” Maeve pushed past him and stalked off. Nooa went after her, mumbling something like reckless and stubborn.

Once Nooa was out of sight, Kayla faced Fay and Dahlia. The faerie cat had a bag slung over her shoulder and was stuffing it with vials and a short silver dagger. Its gilded hilt was engraved with various symbols.

Fay pinched her lips into a grim line, her eyes fixed on the door through which Maeve and Nooa had disappeared downstairs. “We’d better go after them,” she said.

“I agree with your green-haired friend there,” Dahlia said. “You could be of help.”

“We will come with you then.”

“Come with her?” Kayla shrieked. “We can’t do that. I haven’t gotten any answers yet. My father...”

“I am afraid that has to wait,” Fay said. She lifted the hem of her dress, pulled a dagger from her thigh sheath, and held it out to Kayla. “Only use this if you have to.”

Kayla stumbled back a step. “I’m not taking your dagger.” She looked over to Dahlia, who was zipping up her bag. “And I’m not leaving before you help me find my father.” 

“There’s no more I can do today,” Dahlia said. “You’re welcome to stay and wait for me to return. But I’ve got places to be.” She strode toward the door, then glanced back at Fay and Kayla. “It’s your choice.”

“If you stay,” Fay said, “I have to stay too. But...” She extended her hand holding the dagger toward Kayla. “I would rather help my people.” She held Kayla’s gaze without wavering.

Kayla glanced down at the two-edged blade, and after a moment of hesitation, she took the dagger into her hand. The dark hilt was made out of wood, possibly ebony, and Kayla traced her thumb over it. “I don’t know how to fight with a weapon.”

“That’s just for your protection. Keep it close.”  Kayla nodded and Fay flashed a smile.

Outside Dahlia’s house, Nooa slouched on the curb and Maeve stood beside him, arms crossed in front of her chest. The setting sun cast a gloomy glow on the two faeries.

“We’re going with Dahlia,” Fay said. Maeve shot Nooa a look saying ‘I told you so’ and he rose to his feet without a word.

The streets of Chicago were much busier now. Aside from the usual rush hour traffic, the city was swarmed with people in Halloween costumes and children carrying buckets and bags. As the group squeezed into their train, Kayla had to sidle past a zombie, who grinned at her with a lopsided smile.

“Sick costume,” he said with a nod. “You from The Lord of the Rings movie or something?”

Kayla blushed, dropping her gaze to her shoes made from leaves. She leaned closer to Fay and asked in a whisper, “Couldn’t you have Glamored me as well?”

“It doesn’t work on humans,” Fay said. “Besides, it’s Halloween. No one will notice.” 

Kayla spent the next few minutes avoiding the zombie’s curious gaze. When the group got off the train, he waved a goodbye at Kayla with his bandaged-up fingers. They hopped onto a bus, which was crowded with even more people. When Kayla found herself face-to-face with another zombie, she recalled the flyer Abby had given her at the start of the school year.

“This year’s Halloween will be epic!” Abby had said. “They’re even doing a haunted house filled with zombies.” Kayla wished she and Abby could be zombies tonight. Together.

The group got off the bus, and a cheering crowd in grotesque costumes welcomed them. Behind them, the lights of the Centennial Wheel sparkled like stars in the sky. In the growing darkness, everything became more frightening, the costumes and masks more real, as if for one night in the year all the undead had risen from their graves.

Maeve stepped forward, fingers tight on her bow but the arrows untouched. Her eyes scanned the crowd that now dispersed and wandered further onto the pier, mingling with the partygoers. “What was the call about, exactly?” she asked.

“I’m not sure yet myself,” Dahlia said. “All my friend could tell me was that one of his people had noticed a dubious faerie walking around on the pier. Wherever she went, people acted off.”

“How so?” Fay asked.

Behind her, Nooa was still pouting. Kayla tried to coax a smile out of him by offering one herself, but his stern expression didn’t change.

Dahlia took a searching glance over her shoulder. “He said that one moment the humans were fine and the next they broke down and wept.”

Maeve snorted. “He was just drunk,” she said. “Weepy drunk. Humans are that way sometimes. They can’t handle liquor.”

Nooa glared at his friend. “Oh, and you know all about humans now.”

A shriek muffled Maeve’s response as a woman dressed as Supergirl broke away from her group and came staggering toward them. She collapsed beside a bush and picked leaves from it, tearing them apart with her hands.

Somebody laughed shrilly. Another one screamed, high and drawn-out.

The lights of the pier were still blinking away, the Ferris wheel still spinning, but the crowd had changed. Between the stands hung with cobwebs and orange lights, people were running around, laughing, or sinking to their knees, crying.

Fay drew her dagger and Maeve nocked an arrow. “What now?” Maeve asked.

“This way!” Dahlia bellowed.

Before Kayla could react, Fay had grabbed her hand and pulled her forward. Then they were running, and the wind whipped around Kayla’s face, sharp through her thin dress, but she wasn’t even cold. Their feet pounding the ground hard, Kayla and Fay dashed past wailing zombies and giggling vampires.

“Why are we heading straight into it?” Kayla called over the clamor.

“Because we might be the only ones who can break this enchantment,” Dahlia said, vanishing between two stands selling blood-red candy apples and fake vampire teeth.

Maeve went after her, while Fay and Kayla continued, Nooa on their heels. They all skidded to a halt beside two cackling women, who were trying to tear their costumes off each other’s bodies. A white-faced man stood beside them, staring with dull eyes, like he was only a hollow shell.

Kayla looked around her. “Who... Who’s doing this?”

Nooa beside her had grown pale, and the moonlight caught in his wide silver eyes. “T-They are,” he said.

Amid a group of howling people, Kayla saw them. Six sinister figures dressed in charcoal armor with horned helmets, their luminescent eyes glaring through slits. Swords and maces flashed at their sides, but they harmed none of the humans. At least not with their weapons. 

One of the dark faeries was a woman with flaming red hair, and she was touching her hand to people’s cheeks, who collapsed to the ground, sobbing. The gesture was both beautiful and terrifying, and it drove a shiver down Kayla’s spine.

“Who—?” Kayla was shushed by Fay, who took hold of Kayla’s hand again and pulled her behind a stall.

The light of paper lanterns draped over the stall lit the planes of Fay’s face, revealing the frown between her brows. “We have to find Maeve and Dahlia,” she said.

Nooa crouched down beside Kayla. “They are over there,” he said, pointing a finger.

The group of dark knights had gathered by the Ferris wheel, people forming a wide circle around them as they slogged along. A flash of green whirred through the air, so quick it was barely discernible, and an arrow bounced off one knight. 

With a roar, two knights bolted forward. They were met by Dahlia, who outstretched her arms, open palms facing them as if in surrender. Before they could reach her, an invisible force flung them off their feet, and they knocked into a group of people. 

“You stay here,” Fay said. She plunged into the crowd, her dagger at the ready.

When Kayla had lost sight of Fay weaving past people, she spun around to Nooa. “Who was she talking to?”

Nooa cowered on the ground, clasping his dagger with both hands. They were trembling on the hilt. “I think she meant the both of us,” he said. When Kayla decided to go after Fay, he held her back. “We are safe here.”

“For now.” Kayla peered around the edge of the stall. In the distance, the wind rippled the surface of the water, which reflected a contorted version of the pier’s lights. The city seemed far away, all its noises drowned out by the screams and laughs of the people gone crazy. For the first time, their Halloween costumes had truly turned them into something else.

A series of cries tore from a group of girls. Some pointed fingers. Kayla whirled around in time to see a man transform in midair. He landed on four paws, his tail whipping as he disappeared in the crowd.

Kayla gasped. “Werewolves!”

Another wolf came chasing after the first, its gray fur looking silver in the moonlight. Their howls sliced through the air.

“Not quite,” Nooa said. “They are faoladhs.”

“What now?” Kayla looked at the spot where the wolf had transformed, then back at Nooa.

“Shapeshifters.” He lowered his dagger an inch. “They are on our side.” 

Over at the Ferris wheel, the red-haired woman was battling Maeve in close combat while Dahlia and the wolves were taking on the men. Another dark faerie was approaching Fay. When he swung his sword, Fay threw up her arms and the tip of the blade scraped her skin.

“We need to help them,” Kayla said. “Now!”

She didn’t wait for Nooa to respond. With Fay’s dagger in her hand, Kayla shot from her hiding spot and raced toward the Centennial Wheel. Lights and faces blurred in her peripheral vision as she zigzagged through the mass. People were still caught in their enchantment, and some had stripped out of their clothes and were running around naked.

Kayla knocked into a woman with smeared makeup who was picking at a daisy, murmuring, “He loves me, he loves me not.” They both stumbled to the ground; the woman didn’t even stop counting. Kayla regained hold of her dagger that had slipped out of her grasp and got back up.

A second later, she collided with another person.

“Who would have thought that you’d run straight into our arms after all?” a voice sneered.

The dark knight wasn’t wearing a helmet. On one side of his head an ear as sharp as a knife poked through his black hair; on the other, a scar stretched from his eye to a chunk of scar tissue, where his ear had once been.

Heart pounding, Kayla backed away. She moved faster than he did as she ducked under his arm that grabbed for the empty air and spun, aiming her dagger at his leg.

He kicked the weapon out of her hand with one swift motion, hitting her knuckles hard with his boot. One hand clamped down on Kayla’s hair and he lifted her off the ground. A sharp sting in Kayla’s neck brought tears to her eyes, and the pain traveling down her back rendered her speechless. His face was so close that his hot breath brushed her face.

“It’s time to go home,” he said. “She’s awaiting you.” His other hand settled on her arm and he jerked hard, pulling her toward the Ferris wheel. But when he noticed three wolves darting between the dark knights, he changed direction.

As he spun Kayla around, she caught sight of Fay. Their eyes met for a second and then Fay disappeared again, behind the red-haired woman who was still fighting Maeve. 

“Looks like none of your friends are coming to help you,” the knight said. 

Forcing back tears, Kayla searched her mind for any self-defense tips she’d learned years ago at Taekwondo, but she discarded them all. She doubted that any of them would work on a magical faerie knight.

But there was one that worked on every man. 

With all the strength she could muster, Kayla brought up her knee but missed his crotch. She connected with the sharp edges of his armor instead. A searing pain shot up her leg, and she stifled a cry.

“Stupid little girl,” he said. He half-dragged her across the ground, her injured leg no longer able to hold her up. Kayla couldn’t see where they were going, but she noticed that people were calming down. Some had already left, hopefully going as far away from the pier as possible.

As Kayla wriggled and writhed, the knight tightened his grasp, squeezing the air out of Kayla’s lungs. She opened her mouth to scream, but nothing came out.

Then the knight groaned, his grip loosening, and Kayla collapsed to her knees. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Fay jumping away from the knight, her blade slick with blood. 

“You will not harm her,” she said, glowering at the knight on the ground. He was clutching his left leg, where Fay had cut into his skin. “Why have you come here?” 

The knight answered with a moan.

“F-Fay...” Kayla’s voice cracked. She met Fay’s gaze for a second, and Fay reach out a hand. 

Before Kayla could take it, the red-haired woman sprang from the crowd, shrieking. She kneeled beside her fallen companion and looked at Fay and Kayla with a malicious grin. “If it isn’t our lovely Seelie Princess.” 

Kayla stared at the faerie woman. Beside her, Fay gripped her weapon tighter.

“What, did the queen forget to teach you how to speak?” the faerie woman said. Fay moved forward with her dagger, but the woman slapped her across the face in one blindingly fast gesture.

Fay gritted her teeth, her cheek flaring red. “What do you want here?”

“We can do whatever we want. This is a free country.”

“These lands are free to the mortals, not to you. You belong to the Fair Folk and we do not harm humans. What you did is a disgrace to the deity Dôn and will be punished by Queen Ophira.”

The faerie woman tilted her head to one side, her eyes like needle points. “She can’t punish what she can’t find.” As she approached, Fay stepped in front of Kayla, weapon poised. 

“I have a message for your little friend there,” the faerie woman said. “We have something you want.”

Kayla scrambled to her feet, ignoring the pain in her leg, but Fay held her back with her free arm. “You cannot fool us,” Fay said.

The faerie woman crept closer. “I wouldn’t dare. I am simply speaking the truth. Our queen has what your heart desires most.” She brushed back the knotted strands of her dark red hair, baring her collarbone, and approached Kayla with an outstretched arm. “If you come with me—”

“She’s not going anywhere!” 

Kayla’s eyes searched the face of the red-haired faerie. And then Kayla noticed the mark on the faerie’s collarbone and froze. The same mark that had been imprinted on the message. Hot rage crawled up Kayla’s spine. “They have my father!” she cried.

The woman smirked. Her hand was only a foot away, offering to take Kayla’s, to lead her to her father. But Fay held Kayla tight, hissing as her hand wound around Kayla’s wrist wearing the watch.

“Don’t listen to her, Kayla,” Fay whispered in her ear. “She’s only trying to lure you in. You cannot trust—”

Another dark faerie burst from the crowd. “We must leave immediately!” Behind him, two of his kind were fighting off several faoladhs. 

The faerie woman glanced between him and the two girls. “It is her,” she told her companion. “We must take her.”

“There is no time,” he said. “We’ve attracted more than enough attention already.” 

The faerie woman’s charcoal eyes bored into Kayla. “Perhaps you shouldn’t trust them.” She heaved up her fallen friend, and they vanished between the stands.  

The moment they were out of sight, Fay spun Kayla around. “Are you hurt?” 

“Why did you let them go? We have to go after them!” Kayla cried. She noticed a few tears trickling down her cheeks.

Fay grabbed both of Kayla’s hands before she could move, wincing at the pain the cold iron caused. “No, it’s a trap. We’d hand ourselves over to them.” 

Kayla stopped struggling for a second and glared at Fay. “Didn’t you see the mark on that woman? It was the same one!” 

“Yes, I saw it, okay? But you can’t trust them. Do you hear me?” 

Fay shook Kayla so hard that she felt momentarily nauseous. Her eyes blurred with tears. “But... but... I don’t understand.”

“We need to take care of your wounds first. Are you badly hurt?” 

Kayla lowered her gaze to her knee and saw she had in fact cut her skin on the knight’s armor. The wound was no longer bleeding, leaving behind a trail of dried blood down her shin.  

“We can fix that,” Fay said. A hint of a bruise was forming along her jawline. She placed her hand over Kayla’s, squeezing it. “It’s okay. You’re safe now.” 
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Most people left the pier once the dark knights had vanished and only a few of the more confused ones were still scattered between the stalls. They didn’t pay much attention to Kayla and Fay trudging across the pier.

They found Maeve and Nooa back at the Ferris wheel. Bruises and cuts covered Maeve’s face and arms, and her hair had come loose from her braid. But she was visibly buzzing with energy, prowling back and forth.

Nooa, on the other hand, looked as if he was about to throw up. He was still holding on to the dagger Maeve had given him, and Kayla had the sudden urge to give him a hug.

When Kayla and Fay approached them, Nooa lifted his head, his brow wrinkled in concern. “Everything all right?”

“We’re good. Are you?” Fay said, and Nooa nodded. “Did you bring some íocshláinte with you?”

“I did.” Nooa rummaged in his pouch and pulled out a small flask, which he handed to Fay.

She unstopped the bottle, poured some liquid on her hand, and rubbed it along a cut on her arm. “Here, apply some to your cuts,” she said to Kayla, offering the íocshláinte. “Don’t worry. It’s a concoction of healing herbs. It’ll help you.”

As the three Seelies whispered to each other in low voices, Kayla tipped some of the flask’s contents onto her palm. The liquid was as clear as water, but had a distinctive smell of arnica, yarrow, and something else that Kayla couldn’t put a name to. She dabbed her palm against the scrape above her knee and on her bruised knuckles. It burned a little, like disinfectant, but a pleasant tickle soon replaced that sensation.

Kayla slumped down on a bench. Her gaze met Maeve’s, and she thought she saw a flash of relief. Then, with the flip of her hair, Maeve turned back to Nooa and Fay. 

A few feet from them, Dahlia was talking to the man Kayla had seen transform into a wolf. Dahlia’s dress was ripped, and he was holding his arm as if he’d dislocated his shoulder. Other than that, the wolf-man seemed completely ordinary, dressed in stained jeans and a long-sleeved shirt.

“Something is wrong,” Fay said as Dahlia walked toward them, the man on her heels. Kayla got to her feet, her right leg trembling a little, and joined the group.

“One of the faoladh didn’t make it,” Dahlia said. Her face was red and bruised, her arms scratched. “The black faeries killed him.”

The man beside her growled like a wolf. “We should call the enemy by its true name,” he said.

“And what name is that, Gabor?” Dahlia asked. 

“You know that as well as I do.”

Before Dahlia or anyone else could say something in return, a group of people passed them, carrying the limp body of a man. All the color had drained from his skin, which was now a dull gray. His bloodless lips were distorted into a grotesque gape. His eyes were large and empty, staring up into the night sky without seeing the stars. Blood had soaked his shirt.

Kayla staggered back a step and Fay caught her elbow. For a second, Kayla leaned into Fay, focusing on the feeling of Fay’s calloused, warm hands holding her, before she straightened up again.

A woman broke away from the group that carried the body. “The others are taking him back to the headquarters,” she told Gabor. Her resemblance to him was striking, the same sharp jawline and the same brown eyes looking out from under thick lashes.

“Good,” Gabor said. “Dahlia and I were discussing the faeries.”

“So you agree it was them?” the woman asked, facing Dahlia.

“We can’t be certain.”

“How can there be any doubts? Or do you think it was any of the Seelies?” Her eyes swept Fay, Nooa, and Maeve.

“Lilika, please,” Dahlia said. She leaned in closer to the two wolves. “If people were to think it was them, it would cause panic throughout both realms. Is that what you want?”

“The Seelies like to believe we’re ignorant, but word carries to the mortal world quite quickly,” Gabor said. “We know that this is not the first incident.”

“Yes, but no one’s ever seen them!” Dahlia let her hands flap to her side.

“Until now, Dahlia. You saw them. We all saw them!”

“We are the guardians of this city,” Lilika cut in, “and the protectors of our pack. Tonight, they have threatened both and one of ours lost his life. We cannot let this happen ever again.”

Dahlia raked a hand through her tousled hair. “I know...” 

“I agree with you,” Maeve said, addressing the wolves. “Those weren’t Seelie faeries and we all know it. I say it’s time we face the truth.” 

“Maeve, don’t—” Fay began, but Maeve didn’t hesitate. 

“The Unseelies have returned.” 

The wolves nodded while Dahlia shook her head in disbelief. “We shouldn’t make assumptions like this.”

“They could have been some Wild Fae,” Nooa said, but he didn’t sound convinced. The group stood in silence until Fay took a step toward Lilika and Gabor.

“I can assure you,” she said, “that your pack is under Queen Ophira’s protection. Even if you dwell in the mortal world, you still belong to the Fair Folk and if you should require our aid, you must only ask for it. But for now, you must keep this quiet.” Lilika began to object, but Fay continued, sounding a lot like the queen. “I trust you to make the right decision. The last thing we need now is public upheaval. In times like these, we must stand united.”

“As you wish, Princess Fay,” Lilika said, bowing her head. Gabor followed her lead, before they both strode off into the night.

“Come on. We should leave, too,” Dahlia said. She led them across the deserted pier and back to the bus stop. Torn-off costumes, fake ears, teeth, and tails covered the ground. Smashed pumpkins mixed with vomit. A motionless man was lying near a bush in his own drool. When he gave a loud snore, the group continued walking.

Now the only sounds were the distant rumble of cars and police sirens. Those were the noises Kayla had grown up with. In this city, where she’d lived for years, yet she had never seen or heard of werewolves—or faoladhs—protecting it.

“I guess it won’t be long until our paths cross again,” Dahlia said as they reached the bus stop. She waved goodbye and vanished down the street.

Flustered, Kayla whirled around at the faeries. “What the hell just happened? Who are these Unseelies?”

Fay and Nooa exchanged a glance while Maeve rolled her eyes. “We’d better get something to eat first,” Fay said. “It’s a long story.”
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THE STORY OF TWO COURTS
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Half an hour later, they sat in a booth at a nearby diner. Maeve glared at both the customers and the waitstaff with clear condescension. “What kind of a run-down dump is this?”

“It was close by and the kitchen’s open until late,” Fay said. She flipped through the menu, her shoulders drooping as if they weighed a ton. Kayla was too exhausted to ask why Fay knew so much about Chicago and its restaurants.

Across from Fay, Nooa gazed around, wide-eyed. “I think this place is amazing,” he said, inspecting the salt and pepper shakers. “What are these for?”

Kayla leaned against the backrest. “They’re spices,” she said. “You use them to add flavor to your food.”

“Why would anyone need to do that?” Nooa prodded the salt shaker with one finger. It toppled over, spilling a few grains, and he flinched. His gaze flitted about the restaurant, and Kayla wondered if he was scared that the dark faeries would come after them.

“Because human food tastes like garbage,” Maeve said, slamming her menu down on the table. A passing waitress shot her a warning glare but scuttled off when Maeve growled at her. “I will not order any of it. I’d rather eat a chunk of dirt.”

“Their Caesar salad is pretty good,” Kayla said and was rewarded with a frown by Maeve. “Anyway, how will we even pay for this? I’ve got no money on me, since I didn’t really have the time to stop and get some cash.” She glanced sideways at Fay, who was still busy perusing the menu.

“We’ll take care of that,” Maeve said.

“How?”

Maeve placed her hand on the table and when she opened her palm, she revealed two crumpled green leaves. “Like this,” she said. “Good thing I plucked those on the way here, huh?”

“It’s just leaves,” Kayla said. “How’s that going to pay for our meal?”

Maeve smirked. “To you it might be leaves. To any other mortal, it’s money.” 

“You’re tricking them,” Kayla said.

“Take it or leave it. I don’t care.” With a shrug, Maeve tossed the two leaves on the table.

When the waitress came back to their table, Kayla’s rumbling stomach was too overwhelming to worry about the Glamored money, and she ordered food for them all, including a plate of appetizers. Once everyone—even Maeve, after some reluctance—had gobbled a plate full of loaded potatoes, the atmosphere shifted.

Kayla wiped her hands on her napkin and looked at Fay. “So,” she said, “Unseelie faeries?”

Fay put her drink down. “I guess we should tell you,” she said. “But we must start at the beginning for you to understand.”

“I’m listening.”

As Fay leaned back, the pale light highlighted the bruise on her jaw. “Long before any of us were born,” she said, “a Faerie King ruled Tír na nÓg. His name was Arawn. His father before him was a cruel and savage ruler, and he forced the entire Fair Folk to bow to him. So Arawn continued his rule with his father’s methods, leading many, especially the pooka, to loathe him. But the people who loathed him most, the people who would betray him, were those who he most trusted. His confidants at the Seelie Court.”

Fay paused when the waitress returned with their entrees. When she was about to pick up the story, Nooa interrupted her.

“King Arawn had two gorgeous daughters,” he said. “The first daughter was as dark as the night and bore the name Titania; the second one, Ophira, was as bright as the day.”

“Your queen?”

“Yes,” Nooa said. “Everyone in the Seelie Court knew Titania was a bastard child, the remnant of a brief liaison with a Wild Fae. But the king raised her with his other daughter, whom he had with his wife, and he loved them both. The king and queen had accepted Titania as their own, but, unfortunately, the court had not.”

Kayla stared down at the salad in front of her, piercing a few lettuce leaves with her fork. “And then?”

“Throughout the seasons—” Nooa began.

“Okay, you are taking forever,” Maeve said with a flick of her fork. At least she’d tried her salad. “Titania was bitter because the court’s inhabitants didn’t like her that much. She was always second best, behind Ophira, and she blamed her father for that. Everything escalated when he told his daughters that the one who first found a partner would become the successor to the throne. Ophira, beloved by everyone, had an advantage. She found a man to love her in no time.”

Kayla could well imagine that, even without knowing Titania.

“So Titania betrayed the king,” Nooa said before Maeve could interrupt again. “She surrounded herself with a group of faeries that wanted to take down Arawn. They fled the Seelie Court shortly before Ophira’s marriage, taking her betrothed with them. More and more faeries disappeared from the court—more traitors who wanted to see the king dead. After some time, a message arrived, stating that Titania would attack the Seelie Court to take over the throne. But if Arawn and Ophira surrendered, she would give them back Ophira’s betrothed. If not, she would kill everybody that dared to cross her way to the crown.

“What followed is known as the Royal Battle. The king’s and Titania’s troops met at the edge of the Whispering Woods. There they learned that Titania’s faeries could not enter the Seelie Court anymore, because an invisible barrier was holding them back. Our people attacked the Unseelies in the woods, but although we won the battle, many lost their lives that night. And so did the king. He wanted to protect his people and, above all, his one daughter who was still loyal to him. But Titania murdered him, in front of Ophira.”

Kayla thought of Ophira with a sudden pang. She had lost her father in the cruelest way. No wonder Ophira seemed so aloof and withdrawn.

“What does all of this have to do with the Unseelies today?” Kayla asked.

“Because of what happened next,” Maeve said. “Some say Ophira killed her sister to avenge her father and fiancé. Others claim that Titania and the rest of her people escaped. There’s never been an official statement, no remark in the history books about the events. All that remains are murmurs and whispers, about a group of faeries unlike us Seelies which is hiding in Tír na nÓg, waiting to strike again. People call them Unseelies and fear their name.”

Kayla shuddered. “And there’s no way to find them? I mean, they’re your people, right?”

“We’ve searched all of Tír na nÓg and some parts of the mortal world, too. But they’re no longer our people. They’re not just some Wild Fae who decided to live away from home. They’re no longer bound to us.”

“Because they left the Seelie Court?” Kayla asked.

“They didn’t leave. They betrayed us. We don’t know what happened to Titania’s followers that they couldn’t enter the Seelie Court anymore, but there are some theories.”

“It’s in the blood,” Fay said. “It has to be.”

“I agree,” Maeve said. “Whatever Titania did to them, it changed their entire being. One could even say they’re a different kind of faeries now. The opposite of Seelie.”

Kayla couldn’t imagine how it could be possible to change someone’s blood. But that theory at least explained how the name Unseelie had emerged. The Seelies thought of them as something unworthy, something lesser.

“How long ago did this happen?”

“We do not measure time like—” Maeve said.

Kayla groaned. “I know, okay? But if this has happened a long time ago, why come back now?”

“It hasn’t been that long,” Fay said. “Most of the faeries who live at the court now have witnessed it.” She glanced at her friends.

Nooa sniffled. “No child could ever forget that night.”

Kayla dropped her gaze to her salad. She’d only taken one bite so far, but she was no longer hungry. A lump had formed in her throat. She dropped her fork and pushed the plate aside. “So, tonight was the first time anyone saw them?”

Fay nodded. “As far as we know.”

“And still...” Kayla pressed her palms onto the table, a hot flush coursing through her. “You let them escape. You could’ve gone after them.” She lifted her head, glaring at the three Seelies. “We could have saved my father.”

“What is she talking about?” Maeve said.

“One of the Unseelies said they had something of Kayla’s,” Fay said, pushing her own plate aside too. Then, she shifted to face Kayla. “But that doesn’t mean they have your father.”

“What else would they have?” A sob rose up Kayla’s throat and she swallowed against it. “That message was signed with the same mark that woman wore. Why is it so hard to believe they took my father?”

Fay caved under Kayla’s glare and averted her eyes. “They’re killers. They won’t hesitate to hurt you.” She glanced back at Kayla. “You remember that boar?”

Kayla shuddered, rubbing her arm where the boar’s tusk had cut her. “How can I not?”

“Well... Titania once had a boar like that. And I don’t think she sent it there to hurt me.” Fay fidgeted with the ring on her left hand. “Perhaps it’s not a trap and the Unseelies have your father. But either way, going after them tonight would have been a suicide mission. And against the orders of Queen Ophira.”

“I don’t c—”

The whole table vibrated as Maeve brought her fist down on it. Her cup tipped over, spilling the rest of the water over her food, but Maeve didn’t blink. “You do not get to make demands,” she said. Several people looked in their direction, but Maeve didn’t care. “You want something from us, not vice versa. Do you get that? Stop being such a wimpy broonie or we will leave you here and you will never have a chance at finding your father.”

Kayla’s cheeks flushed, hot and red. She blinked back tears, glad that her blurred vision obscured Maeve. Slumping against her backrest, Kayla crossed her arms and fought back the rising pain in her chest.

They all sat in oppressive silence.
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By the time they left the restaurant, the streets of Chicago had grown quieter. Here and there, a costumed creature stumbled through the night, mask askew or makeup smeared. The occasional honk of a car echoed off the skyscrapers.

Kayla wasn’t that far from home, and every cell in her body ached to get on the L and crawl into her own bed. In the morning, Theo would wake her so they could have breakfast with their mom. Maybe they could talk it all over.

But if she went back now, her dad would still be missing...

Kayla shivered against the chilly wind and drew her arms closer to her chest. She was walking slowly beside Nooa, who was twiddling his flute, not looking at her. Maeve and Fay were a few feet away and immersed in conversation.

“We are not all bad, you know,” Nooa said. His fingers stopped, resting on the flute. The streetlight above them illuminated his face, his long, dark lashes casting shadows onto his high cheekbones. “It might seem unfair to you that we did not follow the Unseelies tonight, but Fay was trying to protect you. The queen trusted her with your safety and Fay does not take such responsibilities lightly.”

Kayla thought of the way Fay had checked her for injuries after the Unseelies had left. And even though Fay had stopped Kayla from running after the dark faeries, her hands had been gentle on Kayla, careful not to hurt her.

“Fay cares deeply, you know,” Nooa said.

From the corner of her eye, Kayla saw Nooa smile at Fay ahead of them, an expression of love and caring. It reminded Kayla of the smile she gave her brother when he wasn’t looking. Once more, her eyes filled with tears, but this time because she was missing Theo. For years, she’d run around with a hole in her heart, where her father used to be. Now, another hole was growing. She had to find her father soon.

“Would you two stop chatting and hurry?” Maeve called. “It’s getting late!” She was standing at the crosswalk with her hands at her hips. Beside her, Fay was watching the stars in the night sky.

“I annoy her a lot, don’t I?”

A faint smile tugged at the corner of Nooa’s mouth. “I think she enjoys giving us orders.”

“That’s not true!” Maeve yelled. “Now move!”

The light at the crosswalk turned green, and they crossed the street, over to Millennium Park. This late in the day, the park was mostly void of tourists and only a few people in costumes crossed it on their way to the next party.

Kayla was now walking alongside Fay, while Nooa and Maeve strolled a few feet ahead, her head resting against his side, his hand around her waist. In the night’s darkness, they looked like a normal couple, but Kayla knew they were neither normal nor a couple. 

Kayla’s head was heavy with the events of the night and her limbs were like lead. Back in the diner, she had been awake with all the anger pumping through her veins; now, she was drained and exhausted. She knew she should talk to Fay about what would happen next, but she’d rather walk barefoot on a bunch of sharp rocks.

Her gaze wandered off, into the distance where lights brightened the streets she’d walked so many times before. Even with her dad, when he was still there and took her into the city for a day or two.

“Can we talk?” Fay’s voice was a whisper in the night. 

Kayla nodded and Fay led them toward the Bean. It loomed over them majestically, its sleek surface turned orange by the city lights. They stopped in front of the sculpture. Goosebumps spread all over Kayla’s skin like wildfire and she hugged herself, rubbing her arms.

“I...I wanted to—” Fay’s voice cracked. She turned away from Kayla, twisting the ring on her finger again.

“That’s a pretty ring,” Kayla said, the words tumbling from her mouth. “Where did you get it from?”

Fay dropped her hand, clenching her jaw. “It was a gift,” she said with a strain.

Kayla’s cheeks burned. She shifted her weight to her right leg and winced as pain shot up her knee. The wound might have sealed, but the bone still ached from the impact with the knight’s armor. 

The glimmer of the Bean caught her eye, and again she spoke without thinking. “My friend Abby and I used to come here a lot when we were little,” she said. “We would look at our reflection in the Bean for hours, making funny faces. But it’s much more beautiful at night, when there are less tourists gawking at you.”

Fay gestured ahead, and they walked under the Bean’s belly. They gazed up at their distorted reflection.

“I still remember the day this park opened,” Kayla said. “It was before faeries took my dad.”

“I remember that day too.”

“You do?”

“Yes,” Fay said, a shadow crossing her face. Kayla looked at her, at those wild green eyes. What were the odds that they were at the same place all those years ago?

Kayla ran a hand along the sleek surface of the Bean’s belly. “I wish you’d told me about the time difference,” she said. “I’ve got a brother. He’s eleven now, but he won’t be for much longer. His birthday is next month, and I won’t be there. I had this whole thing planned already...” She cleared her throat. “I hope he’ll forgive me once I bring our dad back home.” 

“What about your mother?” Fay asked.

Kayla’s hand froze on the Bean. “What about her?” 

“You haven’t talked much about her,” Fay said. “But you don’t have to,” she added when Kayla didn’t respond. 

Kayla dropped her arms to her side. “No, it’s fine. It’s just...” She blew out a trembling sigh. “What should I do about my dad? The Unseelies could be hurting him.”

“If they have him.”

Kayla walked to the center of the Bean. “It’s worth the risk,” she said. “This is the closest I’ve ever gotten to finding him.”

“I get it,” Fay said. “But finding the Unseelies hasn’t been easy, either. We’ve searched so many places already, used tracking spells and faerie acorns, but it’s all led to a dead end.”

“What are you saying?” Kayla said, surprised at the sneer in her voice.

Fay had noticed it too, and she tilted her head away from Kayla. “Dahlia has been trying to find the Unseelies, but it hasn’t worked so far. It might work if she’s trying to look for someone human. Perhaps this could be a way around whatever protection is keeping the Unseelies hidden.”

Kayla clenched her jaw, glancing at the distorted image of herself in the Bean. Her black hair was tangled and she looked ridiculous in those shoes. Next to her own reflection, she saw Fay, beautiful and radiant. 

“And you really think this will bring me closer to my father?”

“It is the best chance you’ve got.” Fay drew up her shoulders, elbows tucked into the sides. Her eyes flitted about and rested on Kayla for a moment. “I wish to apologize... I made a mistake by taking you to the pier tonight.”

Kayla faced her. “I thought faeries don’t apologize.”

“Because it is frowned upon by other faeries. But you are human and...” Fay clasped her hand to her mouth as if she were stifling a sob. Kayla moved toward her, but Fay held out one arm to block her. “You got hurt, because of me. I brought you into this world, I took you to the pier, and I risked your life. It is all my fault.” She lifted her head to look at Kayla, her eyes glimmering with tears.

Kayla’s chest tightened. “I know I haven’t shown it but...” She took another step toward Fay, offering her hand. “I’m glad you brought me to Tír na nÓg. For my father.”

Fay shifted closer. She cupped Kayla’s hand in her own and stroked a thumb over the back of it, her eyes lost in the movement. “Will you forgive me? For bringing you into this world the way I did and for risking your life tonight?”

Kayla trembled at Fay’s touch. She nodded, unable to find her voice.

“Even if tonight didn’t work out?”

If Kayla was being honest, it sucked that she hadn’t gotten any answers from Dahlia. Especially now that she knew how fast time was passing with every day spent at the Seelie Court. And it upset her that they had let the Unseelies escape, but Nooa was right, Fay seemed to care about her. She had protected Kayla from the Unseelies without hesitation or fear for her own life. Without Fay, Kayla wouldn’t even have found the faerie world.

Without Fay, she’d still be stuck.

“Yes, I will forgive you,” Kayla said.

A rare smile lit up Fay’s face for a split second, and then she leaned in, brushing her lips against Kayla’s cheek. She whispered in Kayla’s ear, “Thank you.”

Then, Fay was gone, walking away from the Bean and over to her friends waiting by the Faery Path. Kayla touched her fingers to the spot where Fay had kissed her, the skin hot and tingling.

She took another glance around at the city she called home. Even in the dark night, she could see the looming shape of Hancock Tower, and she knew Abby wasn’t far. Further north, beyond Lincoln Park and Milwaukee Avenue, was her family. Her mother and her brother.

But one person was missing from that place. And she could finally bring him back.
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REPERCUSSIONS
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When they returned to the Seelie Court, Fay found the raven Bran perching high on the oak tree, watching them with beady eyes.

“I believe Dahlia has sent word to Ophira already,” she told the others. “We should talk to her.”

Two knights were waiting for them at the entrance of the Citadel and guided them to the throne room, where they were ordered to remain. Maeve wore a fixed expression while Nooa glanced around the room, fidgeting with his flute. Fay stood beside Kayla, who wouldn’t meet her eye, as they waited for the queen’s arrival.

Ophira came in after a while, followed by Chancellor Pwyll and the knight Fionn. After settling on her throne and adjusting her gown, her gaze fell on the group before her. “What news do you bring?”

Fay stepped forward, straightened her shoulders, and told the queen everything that had happened, from Dahlia to the humans at the pier to the Unseelies. As she talked, she watched the queen’s changing expression. First, her nostrils flared and her eyes narrowed into a glare. Later, when Fay admitted that the faeries causing the mayhem were most likely Unseelies, she clutched her chest.

“And you are certain?” Ophira asked.

“I did not want to believe it at first either,” Fay said. “They certainly did not belong to our court. And I do not think they were Wild Fae. They rarely harm humans. Those faeries were brutal. They...” She lowered her voice. “They killed a faoladh of the Chicago pack.”

If Ophira was shocked by the news, her face didn’t betray her. “You have told no one else, have you?”

“No. Only the faerie cat and the local faoladhs know what happened at the pier. I instructed the leaders of the pack to maintain secrecy, for now.”

Ophira dropped her hands into her lap and turned to Pwyll. “Summon the council,” she said. “Tell them it is of utmost importance.” He nodded and left.

“Your Highness, I—,” Maeve began, but Ophira flung up her open palm.

“Maeve ón Aine,” she said, her loud voice echoing off the walls. “With your reckless behavior, you have overstepped your boundaries and risked the lives of your friends. You are not a knight of this court. You are a merchant. If you receive knowledge of a distress call, you are to forward it to your queen.”

“But—”

“And not act on it yourself!”

Maeve’s eyes flicked away for a second. Then, she bowed her head. “Yes, your Highness.”

“Return the weapons you have taken to the armory,” Ophira said. “As long as you stay away from trouble, this will be all the punishment you receive.”

Maeve nodded, then bowed again.

“Now to you, Nooa ó Siân,” Ophira said, facing him with a stern expression. “It is not the first time you have followed Maeve’s lead. I suggest that this is the last time. You two are excused.” Nooa and Maeve left the room with hanging heads. 

Upon the throne, Ophira expelled a heavy sigh. Then she rose from her seat and strode over to Fay and Kayla. The sunlight caught in her wings, emphasizing the fine green lines that ran through them. “My child,” she said, “I wish you would have come to me first.”

“The matter appeared urgent,” Fay said. “Still, we have underestimated what we were up against and we should not have acted as we did.”

“Amend your actions. Then you will be forgiven.”

Although her mouth was in a grim line, Ophira’s gaze was gentle on Fay. Perhaps Ophira feared for Fay’s life after all. Fay offered a brief smile to Ophira, who shifted her gaze to Kayla, the softness vanishing.

Kayla bowed to the queen, or at least she tried. Fay felt a pang of sympathy for Kayla, who had been thrown into this world, but braved any danger for her father. All Kayla wanted was to find him. Fay understood that now, but she wished she didn’t, because it wouldn’t make it easier to keep up the false pretense.

Ophira sank back onto her throne, hands folded in her lap. The gesture didn’t hide the slight tremor that shook her. “Tonight, an enemy of our past placed your life at peril,” she said. “We cannot change what has been done, but I assure you that you are safe in this court.”

Fay glanced over at Kayla. Her deep blue eyes were wide, circles underneath marking her exhaustion. But her strained expression and tousled black hair made her look even more beautiful. Fay tore her gaze away. “There is one more thing,” she said to Ophira. “Some Unseelies tried to take Kayla. They said they had something of hers.”

“What do they have?” Ophira asked.

“It has to be my dad,” Kayla said before Fay could speak. Her hands at her side were clenched into fists, and the determination she’d shown back in Chicago burned even brighter now. “That sign on the message, it’s theirs. We have to find them.”

Fay was impressed how Ophira feigned surprise by clasping a hand to her chest. “But it cannot be...”

“I saw it. And Fay did too.” Kayla whirled at Fay with a desperate look on her face. 

“It is true,” Fay said. “One of the faeries at the pier wore the same emblem on her skin. I am thinking that perhaps the boar had not been sent after me, either.”

“We were mistaken, so it seems,” Ophira said, her head drooping. Fay thought that some of Ophira’s worry was genuine.

“Yes, you were,” Kayla said. “We have to get to them before they hurt my father.”

Ophira’s eyes bore into Kayla. “You must not leave the Seelie Court. Do you understand? The Unseelies are far too dangerous.”

“But my father—”

“You will not save him by handing yourself over to the traitors,” Ophira hissed. “If they truly sent that boar to harm you, they are after you for a reason. And you can trust me, their intentions are not benign.”

Kayla was close to tears now, her arms shaking at her side. “I don’t care if they hurt me,” she said, sniffling.

Ophira drew in a deep breath. “Would your father want you to risk your life to save his?” she said. “We cannot march against the Unseelies, because we do not know where they are hiding. We cannot find them, but Dahlia might find your father. She will, if you let her.”

Now Kayla was hanging her head, too. Fay had the urge to reach out and squeeze Kayla’s hand, but she couldn’t move. She feared that if she tried to say something, no words would come out of her mouth. Kayla was her responsibility, and she was letting her down. She had disappointed the queen too.

“I will worry about the Unseelies, if you keep your end of the bargain,” Ophira said. “Do you understand?”

“Yes,” Kayla murmured.

“You may retire to your room now.”

Once the double doors had closed behind Kayla, Ophira slumped back in her chair, a deep crease forming between her eyebrows. “Now she knows that Titania is after her.” There was sorrow in her voice at the mention of her sister’s name. “What have you learned at the faerie cat’s?”

“Not much. We will have to go back soon.”

Ophira grabbed the armrest of her throne, her knuckles turning white. “The pookas are already restless. We lost a member of the pixies and now one of the faoladhs too. I believed the girl was the sole answer to our problems. Perhaps we must also strengthen our alliances.”

Fay shuddered at how Ophira had called Kayla the girl. As if she wasn’t a person full of hopes and dreams, of her own emotions and thoughts. As if she was just another human pawn. “Your Highness,” Fay said, carefully, “what is the faerie cat looking for?”

“The truth. I can sense there is so much more to the girl than it seems. When I had the vision...” Ophira gestured to the crown on her head, the emerald embedded in the front. “Sometimes, these visions are as clear as reality. Sometimes, they are a bit blurred, the edges are smudged, and the voices distorted. But that vision of the girl... it was as if I were watching it through a veil. So many shadows and faces I could not see, but she was glowing like a Faery Light in the night.” Her own face lit up as she spoke and some vigor returned to her body.

“But...” Fay’s voice came out in a croak, “Dahlia is not looking for Kayla’s father, is she?”

“She was not, at first. However, if my sister is not fooling us, finding Kayla’s father might lead us straight to them.”

Overcome by a sudden nausea, Fay clutched a hand to her stomach. “So we keep deceiving her? She should have a right to know her father is not the only reason why she is here.”

“And you believe she will stay after she has learned the truth?”

“Yes,” Fay said, sounding breathless. “She might understand.” 

Ophira rose to her feet, her wings fluttering as they spread from her back. She walked up to Fay and cupped her hands within hers. They were almost the same height, yet Fay felt so much smaller than the queen. “I can see this is difficult for you, and in some way, I admire this human characteristic in you,” Ophira said. “But you should not forget that the safety of this kingdom rests on our shoulders. It is our legacy and our duty to put our people first.”

Fay stared down at her hand resting in Ophira’s. Her ring shone as bright as the golden floors, and Fay couldn’t stop the painful memory that surfaced in her mind.

Her mother, face pale and sunken, her cold hands clinging to Fay’s. “You must look after him,” she’d said, her voice only a whisper. “He needs you.”

Fay remembered her mother’s icy fingers against her cheek, wiping away the tears. She remembered how her mother had pressed her lips against Fay’s forehead, crying. “I love you.”

And Fay remembered leaving her old home behind, failing her mother’s last wish. 

As quickly as the memory had come, Fay shoved it into the back of her mind and focused on Ophira. She would not fail her queen too.

“I will protect my people,” she said, unwavering. “No matter the cost.”

With a small smile on her lips, Ophira released Fay’s hands.
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After Fay had related the events once more, she left the chamber to the sound of the councilors arguing about the next step. She was used to them disagreeing, but she hadn’t been prepared for the silence that followed Fay’s revelation. Even Farren had been quiet.

Fay left the Citadel without stopping at her room first. She noticed people glancing at the torn hem of her dress as she made her way toward Nooa’s hut, where her friends were waiting. 

Maeve was sitting on the floor, legs crossed, and braiding her hair, and Nooa was pacing back and forth. The square room was darkened by the moss and ivy creeping in, scarcely illuminated by a solitary fire burning in a grate. In front of the grate was a wooden table with six chairs.

As soon as Fay entered, Nooa dashed toward her. “Are you in trouble? We are in trouble, right? I knew it!” He spun back around to face Maeve. “This is all your fault!” 

She glared up at him. “I don’t care what Ophira says. If we hadn’t been there, more than one faoladh could have died. We did them a favor.”

“I cannot believe you.” Nooa slumped onto a chair and buried his face in his hands. 

Fay sat on the chair beside him. “It was reckless of us to go with Dahlia, but Maeve is right.” At that, Maeve perked up, a smug smile on her face. “This doesn’t mean we should do this again.”

“Whatever,” Maeve muttered. Her braid finished, she scrambled to her feet and sat on the opposite side of the table, placing her hands flat on the surface. She stared down at her webbed fingers. “We can’t just sit here and do nothing. The Unseelies are back and they’ll go after the crown. We can’t let them have it.”

Nooa dropped his hands from his face. “When will you realize that we are nothing more than a merchant and a harvester? It is not our place—”

“By Dôn, this again?” Maeve moaned. “It is our court too. We can protect it as well.”

He crossed his arms, frowning at Maeve.

“We need to be more careful,” Fay said. “You could have gotten hurt and it would have been all on me. I can’t let anything happen to you...” She looked from Maeve’s dirty face to Nooa’s frightened one.

And, much too late, it occurred to her how focused she’d been on Kayla. Back at the pier, her mind had always returned to one question: was Kayla safe? She’d relied on Maeve being able to fend for herself, but she shouldn’t have. Even if Maeve liked to practice with the knights, she wasn’t one of them. And Nooa... he’d never been good at fighting.

Fay hadn’t put her people first. She’d been too worried about Kayla, a girl she barely knew, and if she was being honest, she’d been driven by guilt. After dragging Kayla into this world, she’d looked for a way to clear her conscience. And she’d lost sight of the people that mattered.

“We are all right,” Nooa said, placing his hand on Fay’s. His covered Fay’s hand entirely, his long, strong fingers reassuring her. “Are you?”

“I’m fine,” she said with a shrug. “Exhausted, that’s all. Maybe we can find a way to help Ophira without plunging headfirst into the next fight?”

Maeve tapped on the tabletop with her finger. “If that’s what you want. But we’ll have to get some food first. I’m starving!”

“Why, we had such lovely dinner in Chicago!” Nooa teased. Maeve grabbed a wooden bowl from the shelf behind her and flung it his way. He ducked, then burst out laughing. 

For the first time in days, Fay laughed out loud too.
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AT FOOL’S HAND
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Back in her room, Kayla flopped onto her bed, staring up at the ceiling. Her body ached and her head throbbed with pain. She thought about taking a nap, but the sun outside her window shone with an unforgivable brightness. They’d left Chicago’s dark night behind to return to the Seelie Court’s daylight.

She tried not to think about how many hours had already passed back in Chicago since they’d gotten back. And she tried not to think of her dad as a captive of the Unseelies, either. To no avail.

Unable to lie still, she hopped out of bed and paced the whole room. The walls might have been made of gold, but it still felt like a prison. They had trapped her, like one of those pretty birds her neighbor kept. One time he went on vacation for a few days and paid Kayla a few bucks to care for his birds. He told her, his finger wagging in her face, to never open the doors of the cage.

It had been tempting to set the birds free, but she’d kept her promise. 

Kayla stopped in front of the door. Ophira had said she couldn’t leave the Seelie Court, but she never said Kayla should stay put in her room. She twisted the knob and set off.  

The sky was crystal clear, birds were twittering in the trees, and a gentle breeze that smelled like the ocean carried through the court. It couldn’t have been a more peaceful day. Except it wasn’t peaceful at all.

Kayla made her way to the market, which was bustling with people, but the bustling wasn’t the busy kind it had been last time. Faeries were hurrying from one stand to the next, whispering to the merchants and moving on without buying anything.

Kayla caught only snippets.

“Did you hear?”

“It has to be them!”

“In the mortal world, of all places.”

“...can’t be a coincidence...”

As Kayla approached one stand, she drowned out all the whispers and murmurs.

“Looking for something specific?” the woman behind the counter asked. As she smiled, she bared a set of sharp teeth.

“Uh, yes,” Kayla said. “Have you...” She cleared her throat. “Do you know where I might learn more about the Unseelies?” 

The woman raised an eyebrow at her. “No.” Her voice had lost its friendly tone. “And you might not want to run around here asking questions like that.” She spun on her heels and greeted the next customer.

More and more Kayla noticed the subdued glances and the occasional nudge of a head toward her. One faerie woman glowered at her, then turned to her companion. “...and enchantments are not working!” she whispered. Her friend gasped, eyes widening on Kayla. 

Teeth clenched, Kayla hurried away from the market. She picked up her pace, following crooked paths past wooden houses. The farther she went, the less crowded it was, and eventually there was more nature than civilization. The trees opened up again, into a wide meadow with a massive wooden building leaning against the side of a hill. Out front, knights were training, shooting arrows or wielding swords.

Kayla came to a stop a good distance away from the knights. She sat down by a tree and watched them train. Soon, the reality of the knights blurred, and she was lost in her thoughts of her dad.

When she was little, he had sat with her in the evening to tell her stories. He did that every single day, even on days when he was on a business trip and had to call home to talk to her on the phone. Every day, until the day he had vanished.

In the beginning it was only the two, sitting in a rocking chair in her room. Later, he was holding Kayla’s baby brother in his arms while he talked. He always told stories about the Fair Folk. Humans whisked away by the faeries to a land far from the world they knew. There they would dance all night, their feet never turning sore, and they would eat the most delicious food and drink the sweetest drinks. In the morning, they would wake up, lying face down in a field of flowers.

But this place was far from the stories. There were revels and there was good food and drink. None of the humans would remember, though, because their memories would be wiped for the faeries’ own purpose.

Unlike those humans, Kayla hadn’t returned home after the revel, with no recollection of the faerie world. Unlike them, Kayla might never leave this place. She’d bargained the life she had with her family and Abby for a chance to find her father. And if she didn’t find him...

A sudden gush of cold water pulled Kayla out of her reverie. Before she could find her bearings, there was a sharp tug at her ankle and the world was inverted. She heard laughter, but she couldn’t tell where it was coming from. Her eyes blurred with tears, as the rope that bound her to the branch of the tree cut into her flesh.

“Foolish human,” someone said from below. Kayla couldn’t see him, only his shadow. “You should have left after the revel, like the others.” He laughed again, and a few giggling women joined him.

“Look at her now!” one faerie woman said. “Our enchantments might not work, but our tricks still do.” She cackled like a stupid hen.

They were all stupid. Kayla would’ve told them so if she hadn’t felt like she would puke when she opened her mouth. Her stomach had not liked the sudden upward motion.

“Should we maybe help her a little?” another woman asked. Seconds later, something hard knocked into Kayla’s back and she swung forward. There was more laughter.

Kayla’s head was heavy and hot with all the blood flowing into it and her wet hair pulling her down. Her eyes stung with tears she forced back.

“There must be more we can do,” the faerie man said.

“Uh, I know—”

“Enough!”

A new voice was added to the chorus below Kayla, but this time she saw who it belonged to. A knight was striding toward Kayla and the trickster faeries, a sword clutched in his right hand.

“Lower the girl at once or I will take you to the queen,” the knight said. “And you will do her no more harm!”

Kayla heard feet shuffling and murmured words which were certainly not an apology. They lowered her from the tree, until she was close enough for the faerie knight to gather her in his arms. He put her down on the ground before turning back to the tricksters. 

“Leave now or you will regret it!” he said.

Kayla caught a glimpse of the man and three women before they scuttled off. They seemed just like any other faerie Kayla had seen so far.

Her head spinning, Kayla sank to the ground, rubbing her right ankle where the rope had held her.

“Does it hurt?” the knight asked.

Kayla looked up at her savior. His long brown hair was tied up in the nape of his neck, strands of it coming loose, and revealing pointed ears. But something in his facial features—maybe the slightly crooked nose or the prominent jaw—made him appear less like a faerie. He was also the first male faerie Kayla saw with a big, scruffy beard.

Kayla’s eyes settled on his. “You’re Maeve’s brother.”

The corner of his mouth twitched up. “What gave it away?” he asked. He sat down beside Kayla, placing his sword across his lap. Apart from a breastplate, his upper body was bare and Kayla could see fading scratches and bruises along his arms.

“The eyes,” Kayla said. “They’re this vibrant color, like...”

“Amber?”

“Yes, exactly.”

“We do not look much alike except for the eyes,” he said. “But I suppose that is a good thing.”

“And why is that?”

“Because I would not be a knight if we shared the same mother,” he said. “I was born to two Seelies, while my sister carries the blood of the merrows. And only pure-bred Seelies are allowed to take the knight’s vow.”

“You’re her half-brother then?” 

“One could say so.” His amber eyes narrowed on Kayla. “Are you the human girl Princess Fay found?”

“I guess so,” she said. “My name’s Kayla, but you’ve heard that already, haven’t you?”

“Yes, I have,” he said. “I am Oilibhéar. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” He made a little bow, which was awkward and sweet at the same time.

Kayla looked out over the meadow. Only a small group of knights remained, chatting to each other. “Will those faeries be punished?” Kayla asked.

“I will not take them to the queen, as I promised, for I believe it will stir even more upheaval. Besides, the queen would not consider this as a punishable crime.”

Kayla hugged her knees to her chest. Her skin was still soaked and her hair dripped water. “Then why did you stop them?” she asked.

“I am simply adhering to Queen Ophira’s order,” Oilibhéar said, tracing a finger along the blade of his sword. “You are under her protection, and therefore, you are under mine.”

Kayla didn’t know how to respond. Even if he would have accepted a thank you, she wasn’t sure she wanted to say it, so she forced a smile onto her face instead. “I think I am heading back now.”

Oilibhéar got to his feet as she did. “May I accompany you?”

“That won’t be necessary.” She offered a clumsy curtsy and hurried away. 

[image: image]

On her way back to the Citadel, Kayla walked with her head bowed. Her throat tightened every time a faerie shot her a condescending or skeptical look. That and the dull pain around her ankle were a constant reminder of how unwelcome she was at this court.

She tried to understand why the faeries acted that way. If the Unseelies were as horrible as everybody claimed, they had a right to be scared and to be cautious of who they trusted. But she wasn’t a threat to them. She was a guest of the queen.

When Kayla reached the top of the hill upon which the Citadel stood, she was panting, but she didn’t slow down. She strode right through the entry, her footsteps echoing off the golden tiles, and ascended the stairs to the first floor. If she found Fay’s room, they could talk. They could even hold hands again, like they had underneath the Bean.

Followed by the guards’ watchful eyes, Kayla walked the length of the first floor, and then she climbed up to the second floor. She hadn’t realized how massive the Citadel was. Several staircases led up and down, corridors twisted off left and right, and more doors were locked than open.

Kayla stuck to the staircase she knew, the one that would take her to her own room. When she reached the fourth floor, she heard footsteps and soft laughter. Kayla peered around a corner to the next corridor—and froze. 

She’d found Fay. But she wasn’t alone.

The dark-haired girl—Isobel?—pressed Fay up against the wall, kissing her. Fay lifted her hands, running them through Isobel’s long hair. Isobel pulled away, laughing, and pushed open the door beside them. They vanished into the room.

Kayla turned on her heels and ran down the corridor, toward her own room. Panting, she slammed the door shut behind her, grabbed her bag off the nightstand, and pulled out her cellphone. Sinking onto her bed, she waited for it to turn on. Once it did, she opened her chat with Abby. The last message read:

On my way. 

She’d sent that message to Abby on that night she met Fay and left her old life behind. It felt like a million years ago, but she hadn’t been away from home for more than two days. 

Her thumb hovered over the keyboard, but what was the point of texting Abby when the message would never reach her? Kayla closed the app and opened her photos instead. She clicked on the folder titled favorites. There was a single image in there.

It was poor quality, because her mother had taken it on a flip phone years ago, but that didn’t diminish the broad smile on her father’s face. He was kneeling on the ground, his baseball uniform stained from the game and his baseball cap crooked. He was hugging eight-year-old Kayla to his side.

That day, he’d scored a home run. His team had won for the first time in years. And a few months later, Kayla’s dad vanished.

She closed her eyes, forcing back the tears. If only he were here with her... or Abby... or her brother...

Or her mother. What would she say if she knew where Kayla was?

When Kayla had first started to look for faeries, they were still living in their old house out in the country. Her mother had gotten so mad at her for sneaking off into the woods. “Those were stories,” she had said. “Faeries don’t exist.”

Then they had moved from a small town in the middle of Illinois to the bustling city of Chicago. Still, it hadn’t been as lonely as she was now, because this was not a different city. It was a different world inhabited by a different species. A species fond of humans, but only as long as it benefited them.

Tears welled up in her eyes and flowed down her cheeks as her heart ached for home.
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FIVE YEARS AGO...
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Kayla pushed the door to the bookstore open, and the shop owner called out a friendly hello. Kayla returned the greeting and hurried to the back of the store. Any other clerk would have stopped her and asked where her parents were. But not Ms. Pinderhughes, at least not anymore. 

The shelves in the back were overflowing with second-hand children’s books. In one corner stood a small table with even smaller chairs, and toys lay scattered all around. Kayla stepped over a stuffed animal and a toy train to reach the shelf with the picture books.

“Need any help, dear?”

Kayla glanced back at Ms. Pinderhughes. The elderly woman wore thick glasses that magnified her eyes threefold, making her look like a startled owl. She wore her bright red hair in a pile on top of her head.

“I’m looking for a book for my brother,” Kayla said. “It’s his birthday next week.” 

“Is it? How wonderful! What kind of book do you want?”

Kayla tugged at the fringe of her scarf. “A fairytale.”

“Like Beauty and the Beast? Or Snow White?” Ms. Pinderhughes asked.

“No, more like...” Kayla bounced on her heels. Maybe this had been a stupid idea. Her mother would never approve, but it was Theo’s big day, not hers. “I want a book about faeries,” she finally blurted out. “But not like tiny ones with wings and glitter. Tall ones, like humans, but...” 

Her gaze trailed along the floor toward the adult section she never entered.

Ms. Pinderhughes chuckled. “Oh, I know just the one, dear.” She leaned forward and rifled through the shelf of picture books. “How do you like it?”

Kayla stood on her tiptoes to see. On the cover was a golden-haired woman, captured in a dance, among trees and flowers. In front of her was a pond, its surface reflecting her pale face and pointed ears.

“Here, have a look,” Ms. Pinderhughes said and offered the book to Kayla, who pulled it close. “It’s a beautiful story, one my father used to read to me when I was little.” 

Kayla leafed through the book, catching glimpses of different drawings. It was the same woman as on the cover and a dark-haired boy. After skimming a few lines, Kayla was convinced. She knew the story as well.

Her dad had told it to her.

Kayla hugged the book close to her chest. “It’s perfect!” She rummaged in the pocket of her coat and pulled out a five-dollar bill. “Is that enough?”

Ms. Pinderhughes didn’t take the money. “For you, my dear, it’s a gift.”

Kayla was so giddy inside that she nearly crushed Ms. Pinderhughes with a gigantic hug. As she left the bookstore, she repeated “thank you” again and again.

On the bus ride home, Kayla cradled the book in her arms. To everyone else, she was just a girl with a book. But to her, she was the luckiest girl who had found a long lost treasure. 
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When Kayla entered their living room, she found Theo sitting on the couch and watching TV. As soon as he noticed her, he sailed off the couch and crashed into her in the most awkward hug. “What is that? You’re holding something! Show me.” He grabbed for the book Kayla was hiding behind her back.

“But it’s not your birthday yet,” Kayla said. 

Theo’s eyes grew wide with excitement. “Can I have it now? Please, please, please.” 

Kayla laughed and handed him the book. “I don’t think many people know this story, but I do,” she said as Theo slumped onto the floor, the book propped open in his lap. “Our daddy told it to me.”

At that Theo gaped at her. “He did? Read it!” He held the book toward Kayla again.

Smiling, Kayla sat beside her brother. It wasn’t an unusual situation. Kayla loved telling stories, the way her father used to, and already at the age of eight she’d told her baby brother stories. She doubted they had been any good, but he had enjoyed them, laughing and babbling.

But Kayla had always made up the stories she’d told him. She tried as best as she could to recount what her father said, but she had never memorized them. The thought that one day her dad would be gone had never crossed her young mind.

Finally, Kayla could tell Theo a story she recognized as one of their father’s. As she began to read, Theo cuddled up at her side.

“‘Once, there was a little boy who lived in a village in Scotland...’” 

By the time she had finished reading, their mother had come back into the living room and sat on the sofa behind them. Kayla closed the book, facing a beaming Theo. 

“And Daddy knew this story too?”

“Yes, it was one of his favorites.”

Theo grinned, revealing a few missing teeth. “It’s my favorite too.” He took the book back and rushed off to his room. 

Kayla watched him go, sadness welling up in her chest. At least she’d given him a piece of their father back. When Kayla went to get a soda, her mother rose from the sofa and joined her in their small kitchen.

“It was nice of you to give him his present early,” her mother said. “Quite an interesting story.”

Kayla’s hands froze on the can. She faced her mother with a glare. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“I remember how scared you were after your dad told it to you.” She leaned her hip against the kitchen counter, her gaze resting on Kayla. “I don’t want Theo to be scared of things that don’t exist.” 

“Like me, you mean.”

“No, honey...” Her mother reached out a hand, but Kayla recoiled. She slammed the can back down on the counter.

“I’m going to my room.”

“Kayla, wait—”

She spun at her mother. “I am not scared of things that don’t exist,” she said. “I know they took him.”

This time, her mother didn’t give her the chance to react before drawing Kayla in for a hug. “Honey, your father is gone, but I’m here for you,” she said, stroking Kayla’s back, and for a second Kayla leaned into her mother. “Your dad would want you to live, Kayla. He’d want you to enjoy life to its fullest.”

“You don’t know what he’d want,” Kayla said, freeing herself from the embrace with a shove. “And if you really loved him, you wouldn’t just give up on him.” 

Before her mother could respond anything, Kayla dashed off, shut her door with a loud bang, and turned the lock. Ignoring her mother’s calls, she put on a pair of headphones and blasted music loud enough to drown out an explosion. She lay in her bed, staring up at the ceiling.

Kayla wasn’t insane or naïve; she knew what she saw the night her dad had supposedly died. And even if she questioned whether the white woman in her garden had been real or just a dream, it would have been an odd dream to have on such a night.

No, her dad had not died. And she would prove her mother wrong. 
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THE STRONGEST BONDS
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Fay stirred, the sheets slipping from her naked body, and she curled up against Isobel with a groan.

“Morning,” Isobel said.

Fay mumbled a response. She forced her eyes open and found Isobel propped against the pillows, her wide, brown gaze sweeping across the room. “That was a lovely memorial yesterday,” Isobel said. “Considering the circumstances...”

Fay struggled into a sitting position, pulling the sheets back over her body. “I think it pleased the pixie leaders.” Though it was sometimes hard to tell with pixies.

At nightfall, they had all gathered in a clearing close to the Whispering Woods. Most spectators were Seelies, but some pixies had come along with their leaders. They stood in a semi-circle facing the forest and listened to the laments of the faerie band. No one spoke. Words were meaningless in such situations, anyway. They all watched with solemn faces as the knights placed the pixie’s body, swathed in a white cloth, onto the pyre. When they set fire to it, a chill crawled up Fay’s arms.

“It was quite unusual, though,” Fay told Isobel. “I’ve been to memorials before, but they were always followed by a revel celebrating the person’s life. Last night, all the mourners had dispersed without a single word. I saw the pixies leave with Ophira.”

Isobel tucked a strand of dark-blue hair behind her tapered ear. “In most cases, that person was not a victim of cold-blooded murderers,” she said, facing Fay with a crease on her brow. She leaned in and brushed a hand against Fay’s jaw. “They need to be punished for what they have done.”

Fay flinched. The bruise one of the Unseelies had given her was fading, but the memory of it still hurt. “I should get ready,” she said. She rose from the bed and glanced over to the trail of clothes leading from the door. Fresh laundry lay folded on her dresser. Deirdre was always quick to clean Fay’s dresses and put the one she thought was prettiest on top of the pile.

Fay ignored the pile and stooped to pick up her clothes from the day before. As she slipped into her dress, she noticed Isobel watching her.

“I am worried about you,” Isobel said. “It is not like you to head into trouble.” 

“Really? Because I do spend quite some time with Maeve.” Fay put on her doublet and picked up her brush to untangle her curls.

“I know, but...” Isobel kneaded the sheets in her hands. Sleep had left her hair in a tousle, a stark contrast against her pale skin. “If the Unseelies have returned, then this is serious, Fay. You could get hurt.”

Fay finished combing her hair. “You need not worry about me.” She sat back down on the bed and leaned in to give Isobel a kiss. “Now, as much as I’d like to stay in bed all day, Ophira needs me at the council meeting.”

Isobel raised an eyebrow at Fay, but then she seemed to change her mind and smiled. “I will come with you.”
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Outside the throne room, they found Pwyll and his husband Cassán talking to their son Rhydian. Fay tried not to eavesdrop as she said goodbye to Isobel, who joined her family, but Pwyll was failing to keep his voice down.

“We do not care if you are a knight. You are too young. You must stay out of this, Rhydian.”

Fay slipped into the throne room and crossed it in quick strides. Only one knight stood guard beside the door leading to the empty council chamber. The maids had laden the round wooden table with breakfast—fruits, nuts, vegetables, and jugs of fresh water. Fay was about to grab a honey plum off a plate when someone hissed her name. She turned around to see Maeve sliding into the room.

“You shouldn’t be here,” Fay said in a whisper. “The council is about to meet.”

Maeve frowned. “That’s why I’m here. I’m asking the council to approve my knighthood.”

“What? No!” Fay grabbed Maeve by the arm to lead her out, but Maeve wouldn’t budge. 

“It’s not just the queen’s decision, you know. The chancellor has a vote, too, and I’ve talked to Rhydian—”

“Whatever Rhydian told you, I beg you not to follow his words. Didn’t you hear them arguing outside? Pwyll is already opposed to Rhydian fighting against the Unseelies and you think he’ll let you do it?”

“Well, Pwyll is not my father,” Maeve said, “so he won’t have to worry about my wellbeing.”

“Your father is on the council as well and he would never vote for your knighthood. You know that.” 

“I might not convince my father or Pwyll, but I know Gwylim and Farren will vote for me. And Nooa talked to his mother. So if you speak out for me, Ophira will have to consider me as a knight.”

Her amber eyes were bright and feverish. Fay hadn’t noticed before, too absorbed in her own thoughts, that Maeve was different from usual. Her green hair hung loose and her clothes were slightly disheveled. She was wearing her doublet inside out. Her arms, crossed in front of her chest, were trembling.

Fay had never seen Maeve so unsettled.

She remembered the day they met, the surprise she’d felt that someone as gentle and kind as Nooa would be friends with a stubborn, reckless girl like Maeve. But Nooa stuck to Maeve’s side, a loyal companion. And though he sometimes questioned Maeve’s behavior and intentions to become a knight, he had never tried to talk Maeve out of it.

Fay understood now that no words in the world would change Maeve’s mind. It was still a mystery to Fay why someone would choose to be a knight, but this wasn’t Fay’s dream; it was Maeve’s. And there was nothing in the world she wanted more desperately.

“I’ll talk to Ophira.”

“You will?” Maeve grabbed Fay’s hands, her face glowing.

“Yes, but promise me you’ll leave now. It’s better I discuss this with her in private.”

Maeve dropped Fay’s hands again. “I’m not sure...” 

“But I am. If you bring this before the council now, your chances will be even worse. Ophira’s patience is already strained with all that’s going on and after what we did at the pier—”

“You mean saving all those mortals and proving that the Unseelies are alive?” 

“Maeve.” Fay took Maeve’s hands into hers. It felt odd to just hold them. Fay wasn’t used to the feeling of webbed hands, which were colder than her own, but she needed Maeve to see she was on her side. That she wanted her to be safe.

“I need to do something,” Maeve said. She bit down on her lip, then sighed. “I can’t just sit around and wait for this to be over. We finally have a lead. And this time, we need to be one step ahead of them. We can’t allow them to hurt anyone else. We can’t...” Her voice broke off. 

“That won’t happen, okay? I promise you.” She squeezed Maeve’s hand, which was the closest they had ever gotten to any form of comfort. Then she dropped them as the sound of footsteps grew nearer.

Maeve waved a quick hello at the councilors and vanished from the room without a glance back at Fay. As everyone took their seats, Fay settled in hers, her mind drifting off. Whereas Fay and Nooa had become friends in an instant, it had taken much longer for Maeve and Fay to connect. Perhaps because they both weren’t fond of sharing their deepest thoughts and fears. But over time, they had opened up enough for Fay to understand Maeve’s need to protect the people she loved.

Fay was pulled from her reverie when Ophira entered the council chamber.
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“I have sent several of our knights into the Whispering Woods,” Pwyll said. “Another troop is heading toward the Barren and a third is guarding Blackpond. That way, there should be no more casualties.”

Ophira nodded along. “We must find my sister before she can do any more harm. They have to be hiding somewhere in this world.”

“Your Highness,” Farren said, bowing her gray-haired head. “Perhaps I am mistaken, but we have what your sister desires here in our court. We can use it to lure Titania—”

Something in Fay’s mind clicked. “Kayla is not an ‘it,’ and we won’t use her as bait!” 

Several pairs of eyes widened, including Ophira’s, but Farren simply smirked. “Has our princess grown fond of the mortal?” she said. 

Fay’s cheeks were burning. “We cannot know what Titania would do to her,” she said. “No one deserves that.”

“I was not suggesting that we put the girl in harm’s way. After all, we have someone amongst us who could trick Titania with a little white lie.” Farren’s blue eyes gleamed mischievously.

“So now you want to risk Princess Fay’s life?” Siân said, one white eyebrow raised. “Forgive me, your Highness, if I speak so freely, but how are we supposed to lure Titania out of her hiding place if we do not even know how to contact her? We would have to send a signal that your sister will not miss, but what would that look like? Her means of communication was more than appalling.” She shuddered, and Fay knew she was thinking of the cold, dead body of the innocent pixie.

Ophira leaned forward, folding her hands on the table, and her gaze swept over the councilors. “We cannot risk the girl’s safety before we have learned more about her. If she is truly the key to uniting our courts—and I have faith she is—we must protect her.” For a moment, her eyes settled on Fay and then carried on toward Siân. “My sister made it abundantly clear she does not want to be found, or even contacted. However, there are more ways to send a message than slaughtering pixies.”

“We cannot use fire messages,” Farren said.

“Or acorns,” added Gwylim. “Not if we do not know their location.”

Siân shook her head. “When our bond to them was severed, so were all ways of communication.”

“Not all.”

Everyone around the table turned toward Cassán. Fay was always startled by how much his daughter resembled him. They shared the same topaz eyes and long, glossy blue hair, though Cassán wore his in a braid. While his daughter Isobel was the life of the party, Cassán left most of the talking to his husband Pwyll.

Cassán was the queen’s quiet advisor in all kinds of matters, a man of vast knowledge. If someone could find a way, it would be him.

“Do speak, Cassán,” the queen urged him.

He faced her as he explained. “While Titania’s betrayal severed the bonds between our people and divided the court, it is doubtful that it affected all relations. Few bonds are stronger than those between siblings. They are even stronger than anamchara because siblings are bound to each other by blood.” He paused, glancing at his husband. “I have been studying the Secret Scrolls of Dôn for some time now and I believe I found a way to send a hidden message to your sister. But I fear it is not without risk to your life.”

Fay saw several councilors open their mouths to object, but Ophira quieted them all as she laid her hands on Cassán’s. “I do not fear pain or death if it keeps my people safe,” she said. Her eyes flicked toward Fay for a second, opening up a tiny window into Ophira’s soul. Fear and despair roiled in a turmoil like the waves in the thunderous sea. It vanished in a second, and Ophira returned to Cassán with a smile. “I trust you with my life. And with Siân by your side, I believe I will be in good hands.”

“Always,” said Siân, bowing her head.

“I will need some time to prepare,” Cassán said.

“As soon as you are ready.” Ophira slipped her hands from Cassán’s. “In the meantime, we must do all we can to prevent the Unseelies from murdering another innocent being. Up until now, we have been looking for ghosts, but those ghosts have become reality. They are threatening the people of Tír na nÓg and the alliance of our kingdom. And if anyone finds them, they must report to me immediately.”

The councilors bowed their heads and retreated from the room, until Fay was left with Ophira and her personal guard Fionn.

“Is there something you wish to discuss with me?” Ophira asked. She sounded almost annoyed.

“Uh, yes.” Fay rubbed her hands down her dress. She swallowed against the dryness in her mouth and weighed her chances as she looked at Ophira, who furrowed her brow. “It is about Maeve. I wanted to—”

“If this has anything to do with her vow,” Ophira cut in, “you can assure her that nothing has changed. Certainly not after she disobeyed my orders.”

Fay slumped back in her chair. “Yes, of course,” she said. “And what about Kayla? What will happen to her now, I mean? Should I take her to see Dahlia again?” 

“I have trusted two of my knights with that task,” Ophira said, rising to her feet. “Perhaps they are more obedient than you and your friends.” 

Fay froze at the scorn in Ophira’s voice. She watched after the queen as she strode out of the council chamber, fighting the heat sweeping up and down her body. When Fay had first come to the Seelie Court and everyone had called her the Seelie Princess, Ophira’s daughter, she had refused to look at Ophira as her mother. Fay had had a mother; she didn’t need anyone else to take care of her.

But in that moment, Fay felt like a child who had been reprimanded by her parent. 
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LOST CONNECTIONS
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Kayla tossed and turned in her sleep, haunted by images of dead faoladhs and Unseelies with gleaming red eyes. She woke with a gasp in the morning, sucking in air through clenched teeth. The distant memory of something stinging her arm during the night clung to her, but she couldn’t remember what it had been.

She struggled out of bed and squinted at the clear blue sky outside her window. There was a bundle of clothes on her vanity table and she lifted it up. It was some brown pants and a simple green shirt. She spotted a pair of worn sneakers on the floor, wondering why she would need them, when the door to her room flung open. 

Kayla spun around. “Oh, it’s you.”

“Not pleased to see me?” Deirdre asked. Her rose-blond hair was in an elaborate braid and she was carrying a plate of fruits and vegetables.

“It’s not that... I guess I was expecting someone else.” Kayla took a fruit Deirdre offered her, too starved to care about any enchantments. She chewed it, savoring its rich sweetness. “Do you know where Fay is?”

Deirdre put down her plate and rearranged the flowers, which stood in a vase on the table. “I am afraid you cannot talk to her at the moment,” she said. “Fay is with the council. The queen is not pleased with what transpired in the mortal world.”

“I noticed...”

“It must have been so frightening,” Deirdre said while smoothing out the sheets on Kayla’s bed. “If it were not for the Unseelies...” She paused, her hands trembling on the sheets. “Some of my loved ones would still be alive.”

Kayla swallowed a bite of the plum and tried to think of something kind to say. No words would soothe the pain caused by losing a loved one; she knew that much. “So no one knows where they are?” she asked instead. “Not even a clue?”

“There are rumors,” Deirdre said, continuing her cleaning routine. “But knowing it was them who killed that poor pixie, we can be certain they have been close to Catháir. Perhaps that is not where they are hiding, but it is a place to start, I suppose.”

“Catháir?” 

Deirdre straightened, looking at Kayla over the freshly made bed. “Yes, it is where the pixies live, in the Whispering Woods,” she said. “Now, when you are ready, there are two knights waiting outside your room.”

Kayla dropped the fruit. If they were taking her back to see the faerie cat again, there was something she had to get first.
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One of the knights was Oilibhéar and the other a fair-haired faerie boy who Kayla had seen at the revel, dancing with Maeve. He introduced himself to her as Rhydian.

“The queen wishes to sort out matters with the faerie cat at once,” Oilibhéar said. “Considering current events.” His amber eyes rested on Kayla and she wondered if he was genuinely worried about her or simply following his duty.

“Fine by me,” Kayla said. “Where’s Fay?”

“Princess Fay will not be joining us today,” Rhydian said in a hiss. Kayla could have sworn his scowl looked exactly like Maeve’s.

They walked out of the Citadel, through the garden to the oak tree, and onto the Faery Path. There was little conversation, which suited Kayla just fine. She wasn’t interested in small talk.

When they emerged from the tree in Millennium Park, Kayla stopped for a moment to stare at the skyscrapers. Abby was probably close by. And so was the L line which would get her straight to Theo’s school. She couldn’t count how many times she’d picked him up from school to get some ice cream or to see a movie.

Kayla shivered as a freezing wind blew across the park. Winter had arrived. 

Tires screeched as cars whizzed past them and the stench of garbage and other rotten things crept up Kayla’s nose. Those were things she’d never noticed before, things that were part of Chicago, but it was different now. The clamor of the city was like an assault to Kayla’s ears and nothing like the peace of the evergreen hills in the Seelie Court. With a start, she realized that she missed the smell of flowers and grass and fresh soil.

They made their way down the street and slipped into the warmth of Dahlia’s shop, where the faerie cat greeted them with a cunning smile.

“Well, look who’s made it back into the mortal world,” she said. She bustled through her shop, plucking herbs from different pots and stuffing them into her floral apron.

“How long has it been?” Kayla asked.

“It’s November 10.”

Kayla swallowed hard. Ten days were better than another month, but she was close to missing her brother’s birthday. “So better not waste any more time,” she said.

“I agree,” Dahlia said and led them upstairs.

While Dahlia was boiling water in a kettle, Kayla took her seat on the couch and Rhydian excused himself from the room again. He claimed he would take care of the shop in the meantime, but Kayla doubted he’d make a good florist.

“How are things at the Seelie Court?” Dahlia asked. 

“Tense,” Oilibhéar said. “The council has been studying your report on the incident at the pier. Some are wary to trust your words, but most have accepted that we can no longer turn away from the possibility.”

“I can’t say I’m shocked by your people’s mistrust. What does your queen think?”

“That I cannot speak of.”

Dahlia went over to her worktable. “The faoladhs are still on alert,” she said. “But luckily there hasn’t been another incident.”

She put several herbs in a mortar, then crushed them with the pestle and added some hot water from the kettle. After pouring the result into a cup, she handed the drink to Kayla. 

“Is that the same thing as last time?” Kayla asked and Dahlia nodded. “But it didn’t work. Shouldn’t you—?”

“I know what I’m doing.” Dahlia’s green cat eyes narrowed on Kayla. “Now, drink it.”

Kayla gave in and took the cup from Dahlia. Holding her breath, she swallowed the concoction in one big gulp.

Dahlia sat beside her as strange images began playing in Kayla’s head. A spinning pool of black-and-white images, except for the one vivid forest scene with the mesmerizing singing. It was like the first time, but the singing voice was even louder. It shook Kayla’s bones and gnawed at her heart, and she was sure she’d suffocate, right there, if she didn’t follow the voice.

But then everything stopped at once and Kayla resurfaced empty-handed, sweating, and panting. She shot up into a sitting position. “I knew this wouldn’t work!”

Dahlia’s face was plastered with sweat too. Oilibhéar beside her wore a flustered expression.

“I will need to go downstairs again. Can you lend a hand?” Dahlia asked Oilibhéar, who nodded in obedience. She glanced over at Kayla, eyebrows drawn up. “Try not to move too much. There’s some tea on the table.”

They both left, closing the door behind them.

Shivering, Kayla scooted to the other end of the sofa where she had deposited the pouch Deirdre had given her that morning. She’d known exactly what she wanted to take with her to Chicago this time.

Kayla pulled her cell phone out of the pouch and switched it on with trembling fingers. It had only a little battery left, but it would be enough. After a few seconds, the phone connected to the carrier and a series of missed calls and unread texts appeared on the screen. 

Most of them were from her mother. She swiped them away, but not before she caught sight of one. Kayla, honey, please come back home. I can’t bear this any longer... I’ve lost your father. I can’t lose you too...

Kayla blinked back tears as she switched to the phone book and dialed. It rang only twice before Abby picked up.

“Kayla!” The line crackled as Abby yelled into the phone. “Oh my god! Where are you? Are you okay?”

Kayla sank back into the cushion, the palm of her free hand pressed to her heart. She’d never heard her friend sound so worried, but Kayla had never been more relieved to hear her friend’s voice. “Abby, I’m so, so sorry for leaving...”

“I just... I turned around for one sec and you, like, vanish! And then this weird dude shows up at your place, saying he’s your long lost cousin and that you went to live with some great aunt in Scotland, but I called bullshit. Please, Kay, are you all right?” Abby’s voice was choked with tears now. 

Kayla cursed Ophira for deceiving her mother like this, but she reminded herself that her family was better off not knowing the truth. “Abby, I’m fine,” she said. “I’m sorry about the way I left, but I had to. You’re right. There’s no great aunt... I’m looking for my father.”  

“Kay, what are you talking about?” Abby said. “We’ve been through this. Tell me where you are and I’ll get you.”

“I can’t say. I’m sorry...” Kayla’s eyes filled with tears.

“Please, where are you?” Abby asked. “I’ll come and get you and we can talk, okay? Let’s talk about this first, huh?”

“No, Abby, that’s not why I’m calling. I’m not coming back home. Not yet.” 

“You’re not in Chicago then?”

Kayla closed her eyes for a moment. “I’m not.” A lump the size of her fist formed in her throat. She swallowed, which hurt even more. “Listen, I just wanted to call and tell you I’m all right. I miss you a lot. But I have... friends taking care of me.”

“Friends? What friends?” Abby said shrilly. “I haven’t heard from you in a month, you never texted or anything. Do you know how worried we’ve all been? You can’t just...” 

“I am so sorry, Abs. I would’ve talked to you sooner if I could...”

“Yeah.” Kayla could picture Abby pacing up and down her room. “I’m not buying this. I know you and your mom don’t get along, but leaving like that? If you wanted to run away from home, why didn’t you talk to me first? I’ve never seen someone as devastated as your mom...”

Kayla’s stomach twisted into a painful knot. For a second, she saw her mother at the police station, filing a missing persons report. What would her brother be thinking? That she had abandoned him? Hopefully soon he would learn why she had left. And he would finally get to meet his father.

“My mom can’t know about this,” Kayla said, fidgeting with the strap of her pouch beside her. “I can’t tell her where I am or why I’ve gone. It’s... too risky.” 

“Kay,” Abby said so softly that Kayla barely heard her. “We’re all so worried about you. Can’t I at least tell her you’re okay?”

Kayla hesitated a moment before she said, “Okay. But nothing more. Please promise me that?”

“Will you promise me to come back soon? Or at least text?”

“Yes, I’ll try. I promise.” There was another pause. Several pairs of feet were moving around downstairs. 

“And you really can’t tell me where you are?”

Though Kayla and Abby had their fair share of fights since the beginning of their friendship, they’d never caused each other pain. They always made up again, too worried about the other’s wellbeing. To hear the hurt in Abby’s voice now was a blow to their bond, and Kayla felt it shatter.

“You know,” Abby said, “I could really use my best friend now. I-I keep seeing things...”

“What things?” Kayla asked, but she was only partially listening to Abby. Heavy footfalls echoed up the stairs. “Crap, I gotta go.”

“Now? But Kay—?”

“We’ll talk again as soon as I can, okay?”

“Okay,” Abby said, sniffling. “Bye, Kay.”

The connection broke. Kayla listened to the beep-beep-beep and then pressed the phone to her ear a little longer, but there was nothing. 

She was alone again.

When Dahlia thrust open the door with a flourish, Kayla shoved her phone into her pouch. Dahlia had returned with three potted plants balancing on her arms.

“Why haven’t I thought of this before?” she said as she sat down the pots on the table. “It’s obvious, isn’t it? Raskovnik, the herb that unlocks anything that is locked.” She pulled a cauldron from under the kitchen sink and placed it on the stove.

Kayla wiped a few tears from her cheeks, then rose from the sofa.

“My dear, could you please hand me some of that wormwood and mugwort?” Dahlia asked. She didn’t look up from her cauldron as she poured a green liquid from a vial into it.  

Kayla picked the containers with the labels Mugwort and Wormwood from the table and handed them to Dahlia.

“This will take a while,” Dahlia said. “You should head back to the court for now. I’ll send for you once it’s ready.”

“And this will work?” Kayla asked, her voice cracking.

Dahlia cast a glance over at Kayla. “Please,” she said, “stop questioning my abilities.” She gave her a final wink and then returned to her work.

Downstairs, Rhydian was pacing between the tables filled with plants and flowers. “It is about time. We have to get going.”

In the far end corner, on the top shelf, Kayla could make out Bran, the raven, perching in the shadows. He was watching them with his beady black eyes.

Kayla shuddered. “Let’s go.” 
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Kayla knew she’d messed up. She’d hurt her mother and brother and she’d abandoned the one person who’d always been there for her. But the damage was done. She couldn’t go back home, not until she’d found her father.

When they returned to the Seelie Court, the two knights left her outside the Citadel and she wandered the narrow streets by herself. She knew she should pay more attention to her surroundings or the trickster faeries might ambush her again. But her mind was already filled with thoughts of her best friend, her brother, and mother, all worried for her. She realized how little she’d thought about the repercussions of her vanishing from their lives. The hole she’d left behind, just like her father had.

And what for?

She wasn’t a step closer to finding him. She was blindly following the faeries, trusting the queen to keep her end of the bargain. So far, this hadn’t worked out at all. Her father was still out there, held captive by the violent Unseelies. And she needed to do something, anything. 

Kayla stopped in her tracks. The tight cluster of houses had thinned and the path she was on continued past a field and toward the Whispering Woods. If she couldn’t find help in the Seelie Court, maybe she’d find it out there. Maybe the pixies knew something about the Unseelies that they hadn’t told Queen Ophira. 

The sun was low in the sky, but there was probably enough time to cover some ground before nightfall. Kayla opened her pouch, glancing at the contents. She had her phone, the acorn, and a small vial she had grabbed from Dahlia’s shelves. She had no idea what it was for, but its label showed the small emblem of a skull. Whatever it was, it had to be enough in case Kayla came across the Unseelies.

Squaring her shoulders, Kayla started off down the path. She hesitated when a glint caught her eye. It was the sun that sparked off the Citadel. From where she was standing, she could still make out tiny shadows buzzing around in the garden.

Was one of them Fay? 

Kayla shook her head and walked toward the forest again.

As soon as she crossed the border of the Seelie Court, the bargain would be broken. But if Kayla found the pixies and learned more about the Unseelies, she wouldn’t need Queen Ophira’s help anymore. She wouldn’t need Fay’s help either.

Before she could change her mind, she slid between two trees into the Whispering Woods. 
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THE TREASURES OF LIGHT
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Weary from the council meeting, Fay walked down to Nooa’s hut to unwind. But when she found it empty, she made her way through the court without paying much attention. Most faeries coming her way greeted her, and she met them with a smile. She was way too tired to talk to any of them.

“Fay!”

A pair of hands closed around her arm from behind and yanked her toward a tree and inside, into its hollow trunk.

She spun at her abductor. “Nooa?!”

“Welcome,” he said with a smile, twiddling his pipe in his fingers. “Have a seat!”

Fay looked around. The inside of the tree was a narrow, circular space, with moss creeping in through every crack in the wood and ivy swaying up high. A fire crackled in a grate set into the ground, illuminating Maeve, who was bending over a table. One webbed hand pressed down on the table; the other was holding some papers. She glanced up at Fay.

“Glad you’re joining us.”

“Why are you hiding in here?” Fay asked, arms crossed in front of her chest. 

Maeve huddled over the table like she was protecting a newborn. “Who says we’re hiding?” Fay raised an eyebrow at her. “Fine. But you never said we couldn’t help in a non-dangerous way, right? And unless Ophira has approved my knighthood...” She left the rest of the sentence unfinished, challenging Fay with her amber eyes.

“I talked to her,” Fay said, swallowing back the sharp sting on her tongue. “She said she’ll have to consider.” Ignoring Maeve’s suspicious frown, she turned to Nooa. “So, what is it you’ve got?”

But it was Maeve who answered. “Have you heard of the Treasures of Light?”

“No.”

“I figured. Since you missed out on most of our tutoring.” 

“Trust me, if I could’ve come to this world sooner, I would have,” Fay said. “But it’s not that easy to find, you know?” 

Maeve shrugged and before she could say another word, Nooa intervened. “Do not worry, Fay. You are here now,” he said and guided Fay over to the table where Maeve was still inspecting the papers. There were about six loose sheets, which were all yellowed with age and had several dog-ears and tears. The writing on them was in black ink that was smudged in some places.

Fay leaned in closer and saw that whatever language the writing was in used a similar system as English. But there were some odd symbols too, some resembling the ones she knew from the Faery Path.

“This is about those treasures then?” she asked.

Nooa pointed at a book that was lying beside the papers. It was opened to a page that showed a poem. 

––––––––
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O Tír na nÓg, thou hast given a home

To those who wander, to those who roam.

O Tír na nÓg, thou hast spread your wing,

And in thy praise the deities did sing. 

––––––––
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Thy children were those of darkness and light,

Who wand’red the land and lived under sea, 

And broke thy heart when they did fight,

Thy realm devoured by an evil banshee.

––––––––
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O Tír na nÓg, thou hast seen their despair,

And aid came anon to thine heir,

O Tír na nÓg, thou hast given thy sprite,

To forge the Treasures of Light.

––––––––
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The Sword to defeat the strongest of man,

The Spear that never misses its mark,

The Cauldron to call back the dead,

And the Stone that knows a true heart.

––––––––
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Fay lifted her head and faced Nooa. “I don’t understand...”

“You probably know parts of it already, but I will start from the beginning, just to make sure,” he said, sitting down in a chair. He was clearly enjoying this impromptu lesson on faerie history. “Legend says that the Deities—or Giants, like some call them—were the first to arrive here in Tír na nÓg. They settled in peace and brought mortals into the newly founded world. The magic of Tír na nÓg rendered them by giving them powers and abilities beyond the human notion. It turned them into faeries, pixies, and pookas, and many other creatures. But soon, two of the Giants turned against each other: Dôn, the mother of the Light Children, which are the faeries and pixies; and Llyr, the father of the Children of the Dark, which are the merrows and selkies. They were blind in their hatred, in their meaningless battle over land, that they did not see the real danger.”

A visible shudder rippled through Nooa and his face grew even darker. Maeve’s eyes darted to him.

“Her name was Morrígan,” she said, “and she was controlling the Wild Hunt, who she sent out into the mortal world to steal the souls of humans. She and her army had to be stopped, as they were wrongfully abusing human souls and causing havoc in Tír na nÓg. And so Dôn and Llyr were forced to fight together. According to the story, Dôn had the Treasures of Light made, the only instruments capable of defeating Morrígan.”

“And did they succeed?” Fay asked. She’d heard whispers about Morrígan, the Goddess of Death before, but no one had ever told her the whole story.

“Of course they did,” Maeve said. “They banished Morrígan to Uffern, and all the Giants vanished after that. Supposedly, they spread the Treasures of Light throughout Tír na nÓg before leaving forever.”

“But no one has found them?”

“Not to our knowledge,” Maeve said. “Some say the stone embedded in the Crown of Tír na nÓg is the same stone that is mentioned in the poem. But neither King Arawn nor Queen Ophira have ever affirmed that rumor.” She looked at Fay, who averted her gaze.

It wasn’t her place to say anything about the crown. She knew it gave Ophira clairvoyance, but that was what most people suspected.

Her gaze shifted to the papers. “And what about this?”

“We’re not familiar with this language,” Maeve said, tracing a line on the paper with her finger. “But I guess this part here is about the sword. The symbols here resemble some that I have seen in my father’s forgery before. And the ones over here might be a hint to its whereabouts.”

Fay considered the words on the pages for a while. Although she had seen nothing like them, there was a resonance. Somewhere, in the back of her mind, she had a memory of seeing something like this before. But she could not guess where.

There was a sudden rustle of leaves, and all three turned toward the entrance. Laughter rang out and the shadows of feet running by appeared for a moment.

Maeve slumped down on a chair, dragging a hand through her loose green hair.

“But how will this help us?” Fay asked.

“If the Treasures of Light were strong enough to defeat the Goddess of Death, then they should help us get rid of Titania, too.” Maeve picked up a sheet of paper, frowning. “I guess all we need is the sword. Or perhaps the spear.”

Fay glanced over Maeve’s shoulder at the paper. “There are a lot of old history books up at the Citadel. It’s Ophira’s collection, but we could have a look around, I think.” 

“That’s a start. Can we look now?” Maeve asked. She was quick to gather all the papers and the book and shove them into her pouch. When Fay didn’t respond, she added, “It’s not like we have anything else to do.”

Fay groaned. “But I’ve been at the Citadel all day.”

“You know, I’m sure I can find my way in,” Maeve said with a shrug and vanished through the doorway.

Nooa leaned into Fay, bumping his shoulder against hers. “Come on,” he said. “Before she angers Queen Ophira. Again.”

They followed Maeve outside, where the air smelled of rain, and Fay knew that soon the season would change. When Fay had first arrived at the Seelie Court, she’d been confused by the lack of measuring time in days and weeks and months. Now she was so used to it and could already tell when a new season would start.

As they climbed the path up to the Citadel, a figure came running toward them. Fay saw a flash of pink hair and wondered what had gotten into Deirdre, who was flinging her arms about.

“Princess Fay!” Deirdre stopped before them, panting. “I did not want to bother Queen Ophira, b-but I had to tell someone...” She drew in a deep breath. “I saw Kayla... heading for the forest.”

Fay grabbed Deirdre by the arm, steadying her. “Are you sure?” 

“Yes, I am certain. She was alone.”

When Fay turned to Maeve, she was groaning.

“Fine, I’ll get my bow.”

“No, wait! I’ll go alone.”

Maeve frowned. “Are you nuts? It’s already close to nightfall. You don’t know what’s lurking in those woods.”

“It’s too dangerous.” Fay’s gaze traveled to Nooa. “You might get hurt.” 

“So could you,” Nooa said. “Maeve and I got your back, okay?”

Fay grappled for a way out, but Maeve had already turned on her heels and was striding down the hill.

“Come on, or I’ll save the damsel on my own!” 
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TRIAL AND ERROR
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The trees had swallowed most of the fading sunlight and Kayla stumbled through the dimming forest. Perhaps she should have waited for the next day.

But she was sick of waiting.

She pushed onward, dodging low-hanging branches and avoiding roots poking up from the ground. Tiny insects whirred through the air and buzzed close by. A cool wind rustled the leaves on the trees as the last notes of the day’s birdsong echoed around her.

This forest reminded Kayla of the one close to her old house and her body thrummed with recognition, ready to leap into a sprint. She’d loved racing through the forest, giggling and panting, her dad always just a few feet behind. He could’ve caught up to her with ease, but he let her run, ready to help her back to her feet if she fell.

Her mom had tutted at the sight of grass stains on Kayla’s pants, and her dad had only shrugged, pulling Kayla to his side for a hug.

That was something this forest was missing. Her dad.

The farther she went, the more difficult it became to squeeze between trees. At some point, she had to crouch down and crawl through some bushes. When she emerged on the other side, she found a little clearing. Two large boulders, overgrown with colorful mushrooms, stood on one end and behind that she could glimpse the outlines of a little trail.

Eyes locked on that trail, Kayla staggered forward. Once she climbed one of those boulders, she’d be back on track. If that trail led to some inhabited place.

The snap of a twig cut through the silence of the clearing. Kayla spun around but saw nothing other than trees and bushes. Then another snap, this time louder and closer. Something grabbed Kayla’s wrist, and she screamed.

A thick vine snaked around her arm and she followed it back to the tree it was coming from. Her voice died in her throat.

It wasn’t a tree.

But it wasn’t a person either.

The thing in front of her was at least a head taller, its body a chaos of wooden limbs and vine-like arms. It had a face, in a way. Two dark holes, each the size of a coin, and a deep slit were etched into the bark. The slit widened, revealing a set of sharp teeth.

Another vine shot forth and wrapped around Kayla’s other wrist. 

She stumbled back, trying to pull her arms free, but the grip of the creature only tightened. It was swaying in the breeze, floating like a leaf, and its rustling sound joined that of the trees surrounding it. Kayla’s knees trembled, but she forced her legs to keep steady. Her chest felt empty, all the air drawn from her lungs.

Two more vines closed around her ankles and pulled her to the forest floor. The impact brought tears to her eyes and she screamed, but the sound that left her throat was weak. No one would be able to hear it. Lying on her back, she caught a glimpse of the rising moon visible between the leaves. Then the shadow of the creature cast darkness upon her.

Vines crisscrossed over her body, tying her to the ground. She thrashed left and right, but the vines were so strong she couldn’t move an inch. The pouch pressed into her side, filled with the only things she had left: her phone and the acorn. With a start, she remembered the vial she’d taken from Dahlia’s, and she tried to wriggle her arm free, but to no avail.

The tree creature was out of sight, but she could feel it, all over her body, slowly consuming her. Her feet had gone numb and soon her arms and chest would follow. Tears ran down her cheeks, unchecked, as a vine slid around her throat, pulled taut. Kayla gasped, then coughed. Dark spots danced on her retinas.

This was it.

She was going to die, and it was her own fault.

Someone howled with pain and she wondered if it had been her. If she’d somehow uttered one last cry. Then the vines fell away and air flooded Kayla’s lungs once again. She took a painful breath, coughing and wheezing, and pressed one hand to her chest. Her ears buzzed as she struggled to focus her vision.

“Kayla? Kayla!”

A face appeared above her. She blinked and the murky smudge turned into Nooa. “She is alive!” he called over his shoulder. “Can you get up?” He held out a hand and helped her sit up. 

On the opposite side of the clearing, the creature was howling and flailing its long limbs. Two smaller figures were driving it back. Fay pointed a sword at it and Maeve had an arrow nocked in her bow, ready to shoot. As they advanced, the creature retreated until it had vanished into the shade of the tree canopy.

Maeve kept her bow high, staring after the creature, but Fay sheathed her weapon and turned around. Her eyes fell on Kayla on the ground and she expelled a heavy sigh. 

With the creature gone, the forest was quiet again.

After another few seconds, Maeve lowered her bow. “That’ll teach it a lesson.” 

Fay’s eyes narrowed on Kayla. “What were you thinking? Running off into the Whispering Woods like that! Do you know what that was?” 

Kayla shook her head. It was all she could do. She wasn’t sure her voice would ever come back.

“A Dryad. And they don’t like it when someone disturbs their peace.” Fay swore under her breath, raking one hand through her tousled hair. Kayla had never seen her so flustered. “Why, Kayla? Why did you run off?”

Once more Kayla’s eyes brimmed with tears. A heavy lump was lodged in her throat and her chest still ached with every breath.

“You know I must tell the queen about this,” Fay said.

“No,” Kayla croaked.

“Then tell me why you disobeyed her orders and left the court unattended!”

“I...” Kayla’s throat was raw and itchy and she swallowed against the pain. “I need... to find... my dad.”

Fay’s shoulders slumped and the frown on her face vanished. She looked almost devastated, but it was difficult to tell. The sun had set behind the mountains and the only light in the clearing was that of the lantern Nooa had by his side.

Maeve groaned. “Are you serious? I risked my life, and what for? You haven’t seen your father in years, and all you’ve got is that stupid acorn to go on.” Fay shot Maeve a glare, but she kept going. “And yet you’re foolish enough to go looking for a ghost in the depth of the Whispering Woods!”

Kayla forced back the tears. “He’s... alive.”

“But how do you know?” Maeve was shouting now and Fay shushed her.

Fueled by the need to stand up to Maeve, Kayla staggered to her feet. She swayed on her weak legs and Nooa reached out to steady her.

“I have hope,” she said, chin held high. “It’s what helped me carry on.”

“It’s stupid.” Maeve crossed her arms in front of her chest and faced Fay. “Let’s take her to the queen.”

“Perhaps we shouldn’t,” Fay said.

“Have you all gone mad? You know you have to tell her. You said it yourself.”

“Yes, but...”

Fay glanced over at Kayla, a pair of green eyes gleaming in the darkness. Even in the lantern’s dim light, Kayla could make out the conflicted look on Fay’s face. It reminded her of that time Abby had accidentally ripped a page in Kayla’s favorite book and had been too scared to tell her for a week.

“See? You can’t come up with a good reason,” Maeve said. “We’re taking her to the queen.” After shouldering her bow, she disappeared among the trees.

Nooa offered Kayla an apologetic shrug and then guided her out of the clearing. On their walk back, Fay didn’t look at Kayla or speak to her even once.
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Kayla ached all over and had to drag her feet all the way to the Citadel. 

Once they were inside, they heard loud voices carry down the hallway. They followed the cacophony all the way to the third level, where the heavy oak door leading to the throne room was propped open. 

“Should we come back another time?” Nooa asked. He had several leaves stuck in his charcoal hair. Maeve, at his side, didn’t have as much as a scratch. She’d stashed her bow outside the Citadel to avoid angering the queen again.

Fay stepped forward, peering into the room, and the others followed her lead.

The throne room was more crowded than Kayla had ever seen. Faeries and pookas alike had gathered in front of the throne, talking over each other. There were only a few people who Kayla recognized. Queen Ophira was on her feet, her cheeks flushed and her hair disheveled. As she spoke, her voice was drowned by the clamor. To her right stood Rhydian, a grim expression on his face.

Opposite of her was a horned man Kayla had seen before, at the revel. He was also standing, flinging his arms about in wild gestures. Beside him was a man who had darker skin and a pair of long black-furred ears.

“Enough!” the horned man cried. His voice reverberated off the walls and everyone fell silent. “We tried to solve this amenably by coming here, to our queen, and begging for help. But we have had enough. The Seelies have disgraced us too many times, and I no longer care for the consequences.”

Ophira straightened, adjusting her crown. “What are you implying, Cadfael?”

“That the Treaty of Blackpond is null and void,” he said. A few astonished looks appeared on the faces of both Seelies and pookas. “Whatever agreement my ancestors had with your father, they belong to the past. The pookas will no longer bow to the Seelie Queen.”

“This is ridiculous,” Pwyll said. “With the danger we are facing, it would be unwise to take this step.”

“The danger we are facing?” Cadfael pulled his lips into a sneer. “My people are out there, unprotected, while you hide in your precious little court. All because you won’t admit the truth, Ophira.”

Rhydian leaped forward, drew his sword in one quick motion, and pointed its tip toward the pooka. “Do not ever speak to the queen like that!” 

“Son, leave him.” Pwyll reached out to hold back Rhydian’s arm.

“And what is that truth?” Ophira asked.

“Your sister,” Cadfael said. “You have no other choice but to admit she has returned.”

Ophira shut her eyes for a moment, a crease forming between her brows. Then she opened them again, her gaze latched onto Cadfael like the stormy sea on drowning men. “My sister is none of your concern. You are not to engage—”

Cadfael thrust the flat end of his spear into the ground, the sound of the impact echoing through the room. “We are done listening to you.” With a growl, he turned to leave.

“Cadfael!”

At once, everyone stopped moving, and Cadfael spun back at the queen. 

“You cannot change my mind,” he said. 

Ophira rose from her throne, her wings spread wide, and stared down at Cadfael. “I must beseech you to reconsider,” she said, her voice quiet but firm. “The truth is, we do not know where my sister is, but she has shown, more than once, that she is willing to murder our people. And before you object, your people are mine too. If you abide by the law and swear to uphold our treaty, I will assure safety to all of Tír na nÓg.” She stepped from the podium and approached Cadfael with open arms. “Do you pledge your fealty to this kingdom?”

For a moment, no one spoke. Kayla saw Cadfael exchange a glance with his men before bowing his head.

“‘The Queen is the Law, the Law is the Queen.’” 

He strode off without another word, followed by his men. Neither of the pookas paid attention to the group huddling outside the door. Kayla watched them vanish down the corridor and then gazed back inside the throne room.

No one moved. They all wore somber expressions on their faces. 

“Your Highness,” Pwyll said after a while. “May I call for the council?”

Ophira slumped down on her throne, the tips of her wings drooping. “Yes, Chancellor,” she said. “And bring me some wine.”

As the people dispersed, Maeve took Kayla by the arm, shoving her. 

“Wait,” Fay said. “I should speak to Ophira first.” She weaved her way through the room and leaned in close to Ophira. They spoke in whispers, touching each other’s hand, and for the first time since Kayla had met them, they looked like they shared a deep bond. Like a real mother and daughter.

When Fay beckoned them to follow, Maeve and Nooa ushered Kayla into the room. 

Fionn, beside the queen, studied them with a wary gaze as they approached. Kayla shuddered at the memory of their conversation and focused on the maid hurrying toward the throne, holding out a gilded goblet. Ophira accepted it and held it clasped in her hands.

Ophira’s crown was askew on her head. Exhaustion and despair darkened her face. She would have circles underneath her eyes, if that were something faeries could suffer from. 

Ophira tipped her head and lifted the goblet to sip. Then she cleared her throat and squared her shoulders. “You have been asking my people about the Unseelies.” All the weariness had been washed away, and her voice sounded stern and finite.

Kayla glanced at Fay, who gave a quick nod. “Um... yes.”

“It seems I must remind you of the bargain you agreed to,” Ophira said. “You must not return to your family nor reach out to them. You must not leave this court unless I allow you to do so. And you must not go look for your father yourself.” She leaned forward, her gaze forcing Kayla to retreat a step. “This includes asking questions about the Unseelies.” 

“But I—”

“You must not look for the Unseelies yourself. It is far too dangerous. I will not continue to offer my aid if you do not comply, and then you may never find your father.”

Heat shot into Kayla’s cheeks. Fists clenched, she stared at the queen, willing herself to withstand the scrutinizing glare. “I’ve agreed to your terms and stuck to your rules the best as I could. But I—” Kayla broke off with a choke.

Ophira’s teal eyes pierced into her skin, and Kayla averted her gaze before she continued. 

“I’ve barely made any progress. All I do is sit around and wait for Dahlia to call me back, but she hasn’t found anything. My father is still out there and I need to do something—anything. I’m sick of waiting, of hoping, of being told to stay put.” Tears welled up in her eyes and she let them. “I want my dad.”

She was aware she sounded like a whining toddler, but so what? In a way, she even felt like one. If she could only have her daddy back... all would be right again. She could return home to her family, making them whole again once and for all. If she didn’t find him soon, she’d miss even more time with her family and Abby.

And if she didn’t find him at all, she’d never see any of them again. 

Ophira shifted on her throne, her wings twitching. “I understand your need to act,” she said, and her voice carried a hint of true empathy. “Yet you must refrain from it, as part of the bargain.”

Beside the throne, Fay’s eyes were wide with panic, forcing Kayla to keep quiet; she’d already said too much. Kayla obeyed.

“Consider this a warning. You may leave now.” With a flick of Ophira’s hand, Kayla was dismissed.
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Outside the throne room, Maeve hissed and swore. “How could you?” A pause. “What’s wrong with you?” Without waiting for a response, she stalked off, still fuming. Nooa excused himself, following Maeve. 

Maybe it was the exhaustion caused by the day’s events, but somehow Kayla couldn’t hold back a laugh. Or maybe she no longer had the energy to be upset by Maeve’s behavior. 

Fay didn’t laugh. A deep crease had formed on her brow. “You should cut her a break.”

The laughter died in Kayla’s throat and she coughed. “What? Why? She’s the one who’s always pissed at me.” 

“She’s just scared,” Fay said. 

“Scared?” Kayla felt like laughing again, but she stopped herself when she saw Fay’s stern expression. “Why is she scared?” 

“We all are.” 

Kayla saw the tension in Fay’s shoulders, the way she clenched her jaw as though she was holding back something. Her right hand gripped her left elbow, tiny cuts gleaming red where the Dryad must have gotten her.

Kayla shifted closer to Fay. “Why didn’t you tell Ophira the truth?”

“I told the truth,” she said, facing Kayla with eyes solid as gemstones. “I know you ran around the court asking about the Unseelies. Someone from the market told me.”

Cheeks burning, Kayla tugged at the strap of her pouch. “Weren’t you going to tell her about me running off?”

“I changed my mind.”

“But why?”

Fay brushed Kayla’s arm with the tips of her fingers. “Hope.” She lingered on Kayla’s arm for a second and then drew back. “Don’t ever run off like that again or I might change my mind one last time.” She turned and strode down the corridor without a backward glance.

Kayla stared after her, a chill sweeping up her arms and neck.
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A QUESTION OF LOYALTY
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Fay slept poorly that night. The image of Unseelies dragging off Kayla wove in and out of her dreams. When she got up in the morning, the sun barely grazed the tops of the Glistening Rocks. She dressed, a dull pain forming in the back of her head, and left her room. 

The corridors were deserted, lending them a quiet eeriness. Her feet led her without her brain thinking about where she was going, and her hands kept stroking the flowers that grew along the walls as she went.

“Fay!”

She froze at the sound of her own name. When she turned around, her stomach knotted.

It was Ophira. “I need a word,” she said as she strode up to Fay. She was wearing a simple pale green dress, her hair was loose, and the crown was missing from her head. Her expression made Fay suspect that her night had been just as sleepless as hers. 

“Your Highness,” Fay greeted her, bowing.

“You have disobeyed my orders,” Ophira said flatly. “Why did you lie about the incident with the Dryad?”

Perhaps Fay was too tired to be shocked. Or perhaps she’d even seen it coming. But either way, Ophira’s accusation didn’t faze her in that moment. If anything, it drained the remaining energy from her body.

Fay resisted the urge to slump against the wall. “I did not think it was important to share.” The lie pierced her tongue, but Fay kept her composure. “The pookas’ visit appeared to be a more pressing matter. Was I mistaken?”

Ophira’s blue-green eyes narrowed on Fay, calm like the sea before a storm. “We should discuss this somewhere else.” She turned and led the way down the hall and up the stairs. They passed the throne room, and Fay wondered where they were going. She knew Ophira’s personal quarters were on this level, but she allowed no one, except the maids, in there.

At last, they stopped in front of a wooden door that was bolted the old-fashioned way, with a lock and key. Ophira retrieved the key from a fold in her nightgown, which made Fay think that Ophira had planned this encounter. She unlocked the door and swung it open. 

It was dim inside, the light of dawn blocked by thick curtains. When Ophira entered the room, a single Faery Light sprung to life. It cast a semi-circle, illuminating pieces of furniture. A vast bed, much like the one in all the other rooms, a dresser, a tall mirror, and a wardrobe.

Fay looked closer and saw that it wasn’t a wardrobe. Maybe it had been one day, but now it was a heap of collapsed wood, splintered and broken. Once a beautiful piece of handcrafted furniture, reduced to firewood.

“This was Titania’s room,” Ophira said.

Fay spun back around. Ophira had shut the door and sat on the edge of the bed, her face in the shadows. But by the way she was sitting there, her body tensed and ready to bolt, Fay could tell she wasn’t in here a lot.

“When we were little, I would often sneak in here at night and we would hide under the covers, telling each other stories and laughing until our stomachs hurt. Once, a maid came in because she had heard us and took us straight to father and mother. But Father, all he did was smile. His two daughters, who could not be more different, enjoyed being with each other so much that we broke the rules.”

Ophira’s heartbreak rooted Fay to the spot. Whenever someone mentioned her sister, Ophira would react in a controlled manner, holding back whatever emotion she felt toward Titania. Now sorrow and longing tinged her voice.

It became even more pronounced when she continued, “No one who saw us in battle could ever imagine we were so close growing up. Inseparable and unquestioningly devoted to each other. If one of us got into trouble, the other would take the blame.” Ophira sighed. “I am not sure where it went wrong. Titania never spoke of feeling unloved by our father or being mistreated by the people of the court. Perhaps if she had confided in me, it would have never gotten to this. But something inside of her snapped, and all she held toward me from then on was envy and hatred.”

Ophira rose to her feet and as she did, the Faery Light revealed the tears shimmering in her eyes. Without looking at Fay, she strode past her, toward the remains of the wardrobe. “Titania ruined everything our father had worked for,” she said, the sorrow from before dissipated. “Yes, some said he was a ruthless leader, but he was a good king. A visionary of our lands. His father before him had coerced the pookas into submission and my father strove to find a more balanced solution. It was not simple, but he was making progress. Until Titania turned on him.”

She placed a hand on the wooden wreck, tight enough to make the boards groan under her grip. “Blinded by her envy, Titania tore our people apart and drove an even deeper wedge between Seelies and pookas. I lost my mother to war and my sister to hatred. And Titania took who was left for me to love by force.” Her grip on the wood loosened, and she looked up, toward the court hidden behind the curtains. “All the pain she caused... for something I never wanted in the first place.”

Fay had heard many stories about Titania’s betrayal, but none ever spoke of what consequences it had for Ophira, other than having lost her father. With Titania gone and King Arawn murdered, the responsibility of a whole kingdom, one that had been shattered into pieces, was forced onto Ophira. Fay had only ever known her as Queen Ophira, but she tried to picture her before all that happened, when Ophira had been a princess. Even that was a title that Fay was scared to bear.

Ophira never had a choice, but Fay wasn’t sure if she had one either. 

“The burden of the crown was one I would have given up gladly,” Ophira said, her head drooping. “But, with time, I realized that I was born with this burden. It was mine from the second I came into this world and it will be mine until I die. I could not pass it on. Who else would carry it? My father was gone and my sister had proved she was unworthy.” She finally faced Fay, who wished she wouldn’t. “You cannot pass on this burden, Fay. It is part of who you are.”

Fay clenched her jaw. “I was not born with that burden.”

“Your circumstances might have been different,” Ophira said. “But it is your legacy too.” She came closer to Fay, unfolding her wings and spreading them wide open. Fay had seen this move before, whenever Ophira tried to intimidate the leader of the pookas. Unfortunately, Fay realized, it worked.

Fay staggered back a step.

“When you came into this world, I welcomed you with open arms,” Ophira said, her voice sounding hollow. “After all, I had gotten back a piece of my family I never knew I even had. But I was honest with you, from the beginning, and you knew what kind of responsibility you would have if you stayed.”

“I know what I agreed to...” Fay swallowed against the sour taste in her mouth. She felt cold all over, as though someone had emptied an ice bucket above her head. “But I never agreed to becoming your heir.”

Ophira was now towering over Fay, her wings trembling. Her eyes were no longer calm but had turned into a thunderous storm. “You vowed to protect your people at all costs. And I told you, repeatedly, the importance of keeping Kayla bound to this court. I trusted you, but how can I trust you now?”

“I-I did not mean to be disloyal,” Fay stammered.

Ophira’s lips curled back into a sneer, and Fay flinched. “Lie one more time and you will never set foot into my kingdom again.”

With a swoosh of her nightgown and a flurry of her wings, Ophira stormed from the room.
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Fay moved through the Faery Path in a daze, her feet leading her as her mind spun with thoughts. Once back in Chicago, she stumbled through the city with her arms hugged tight to her chest and her head bowed against the wind. It was much colder than the last time.

When she looked up, she was staring at the ugly front of a one-story house. Graffiti smirched its walls, one window was broken and haphazardly repaired with a simple wooden board across it, and the lawn had long ago died, with nothing but debris and litter strewn over it.

It had been her home once. Yet when she looked at it now, it was like watching a movie and she wasn’t in it.

She sank to the curb and sat for a while. Once or twice the front door opened and she flinched, but it wasn’t him. And even if it had been, he wouldn’t be able to see through her Glamor.

Fay gritted her teeth. This wasn’t her life anymore, and she wasn’t the girl who used to live behind those greasy, broken walls. And the day she’d left this life behind, she decided to never be that girl again. She needed to move on, to become somebody else.

But who was she?

A liar and a failure. 

Hot tears filled her eyes and she squeezed them shut. The scar on her back throbbed with the pain of an old memory. But the knife slicing into her skin hadn’t hurt as much as his words. 

“It should have been you!” he’d cried over and over, until the world around Fay had gone blank. She was sure she would die; part of her hoped she would. And maybe in a way, she had died, because after that everything had changed.

Only her mother’s last words kept her coming back.

As Fay sat on that curb, she twisted the ring on her left hand. She could have painted a perfect image of the ring even with her eyes closed. With a finger, she traced the golden band, feeling the deep engraving. A wreath of leaves.

Among the sounds of cars rushing by, Fay heard a pair of footsteps. She opened her eyes, held her breath.

It was him.

He came walking down the street, toward the house. His dark hair was neatly trimmed and he wore a clean pair of pants and jacket for a change. And he had shaved too. 

Fay released her breath. He looked so... ordinary. Like the day he’d come home from work and surprised Fay and her mother with a weekend trip to the countryside. She could still remember the crackle of the campfire, the sweet smell of marshmallows, and the laughter of her mother, hugging Fay tight to her side.

The memory vanished with a snap. As her father drew nearer, Fay tensed, clenching her hands into fists. But he didn’t even look her way. He strode up to the house, unlocked the front door, and vanished inside.

Fay stared at the house until her jaw hurt from the tension. Then, she left without another look back.
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When Fay returned to the Citadel, she found Nooa waiting outside her room. He was alone, and part of Fay was relieved that Maeve hadn’t come along. Nooa greeted her with a smile, but without saying a word, she grabbed his hand and pulled him into the drawing room of her bedroom. 

At the center of that room stood a low wooden table, surrounded by seating cushions, and a small stone fountain burbled in the corner. Vines and ivy crawled up and down the walls, and tiny insects buzzed through the air. The whole room was a slice of nature inside the Citadel and Fay had never understood how that was possible. Things in Tír na nÓg often seemed implausible, but Fay had learned that everything happened for a reason. 

Everyone and everything—no matter how small—played an important role.

Nooa settled on a cushion, beckoning to the one beside him. Fay sat, facing Nooa. His shock of black hair looked even darker in here and his iron-gray eyes flashed back at Fay. “Are you really all right?” he asked.

With any other person, Fay would have averted her gaze and mumbled that she was fine. A little white lie that stung her tongue. She would rather face the pain of lying than admit the truth.

But Nooa was different. Nooa cared deeply. “Is it Kayla?”

Fay blinked back tears. “I thought it was the right thing to do... I can’t become the Seelie Princess. It’s just...” She bit her lip, stifling a sob. 

Nooa pulled Fay into his arms and she let him. She buried her face in his shoulder, inhaling his scent that always reminded her of freshly cut wood. He hugged her close. “I get it, Fay. I do,” he said in a soft murmur. “I would never give up my family or my memories of them. Not even if it made me the king of Tír na nÓg.”

Fay’s eyes burned as she forced back more tears. She thought of the day she met Nooa. When she came through the Faery Path for the first time, she was wearing a shabby sweater and old jeans, her hair matted and in tangles. The scar on her back was still red, but it hurt a lot less than all the tiny scars on the inside. Back then, Fay didn’t have to hold her tears back; she’d run out of tears to shed. She was a hollow corpse stumbling through the world in a trance.

And then she met Nooa, who brought back the light. From the first second, he’d been kind and caring. He was a wonderful listener, but he knew when to give her some space. And for the first time since her mother had died, someone gave her a hug and a shoulder to cry on.

They sat in silence for a while. Then Fay pulled away from Nooa, clearing her throat. 

“When I came here,” she said, “I never thought I’d have to carry the burden of a whole kingdom. But there’s no turning back. This is my home now.”

Nooa offered a brief smile. “Maeve and I will always carry that burden with you.”

“I want to tell Kayla the truth,” she said, sniffling. “Deceiving someone like this... it’s not who I am.”

“But if Ophira is right and Kayla truly is the key to uniting our people, then would it not be worth the cost?” Nooa took his flute between two fingers, twiddling it absentmindedly. “You know, sacrificing the wellbeing of one for the sake of many. Or something like that.” 

Fay fidgeted with the frayed corner of the cushion. “Would you be willing to sacrifice my wellbeing? Or that of Maeve?”

“Of course not! You guys are like family and I love you—oh! Oh, Fay...” Nooa placed his hand on top of Fay’s to stop her from fidgeting. “Are you sure? You have not known her for long.”

Fay pulled her hand away from him and ran it through her hair. “I don’t know. It might pass, but...” She released a trembling sigh. “There’s something about her that’s just... I don’t know...”

“No, I get it. You care about her.”

Eyes filling with tears again, Fay nodded. For a second, the tightness that had weighed down on her chest for days lifted. Alone with Nooa, she’d finally been able to give free rein to her emotions. But once she left that room, she’d have to bundle them all up again. Shove them to the back of her mind. Because if she caved in, if she let her feelings get the upper hand, she could no longer keep it all bottled up.

She needed this moment to last longer. “Ophira threatened to banish me,” Fay said. “If I tell Kayla the truth. But... but I can’t go back.”

Nooa hugged her tight, running a hand up and down her back. “Ophira would never do such a thing,” he said, though Fay noticed a small quiver in his voice. “You are her family and she loves you. We are all scared now, and we make stupid decisions because of it. And simply because you can lie does not mean you have to.”

“I went to see him,” she said, and her voice sounded hollow and strange.

“You did? Did he—?” 

Fay shook her head. “No, I was Glamored. But I can’t go back, Nooa. I couldn’t bear it.” She stopped holding back her tears and let them flow down her cheeks. “And that is worth a lie, right?” 

Nooa pressed a kiss to her hair. “I hope to Dôn it is.”
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OF DREAMS AND NIGHTMARES
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Deirdre wouldn’t leave Kayla’s side the next day.

At first, Kayla was annoyed that Ophira had assigned her a chaperone. She wasn’t a child anymore; she could look after herself. But her annoyance dissipated when she realized it could’ve been much worse. At least she wasn’t being followed by one of the stern knights. Deirdre was much more pleasant.

They had breakfast together in Kayla’s room, and then Kayla took a bath while Deirdre made her bed and cleared the dishes. Afterward, they went for a walk. People were less suspicious of Kayla when she walked with the maid, or at least Kayla didn’t notice them as much. 

Later, Kayla and Deirdre sat together in the gardens of the Citadel, telling stories to each other. Deirdre liked to hear about Chicago and Kayla liked to talk about it, though it made her miss her family and Abby even more.

When Deirdre spoke, it wasn’t personal stories but ones of Tír na nÓg. She told Kayla of the merrows who lived on the Isle of Llyr and the faoladhs who roamed the north of Tír na nÓg. “Their home is Faosor,” Deirdre said. “Though you will not find many of them living there. Most are scattered throughout the mortal world.”

But there was one thing Kayla learned about Deirdre that day: she admired the sea. When she spoke about it, her eyes gleamed with joy.

“We could go there,” Deirdre said.

“Won’t that upset the queen?” Kayla asked. 

“Oh no, not at all. The coast is part of our court.”

And it was much closer than Kayla had thought. Once they’d left the last few houses of the Seelie Court behind them, it was a short walk to the coast. The land slanted off into a rough cliff. They stopped close to the precipice, where they could hear the waves crashing against the foot of the cliff and see the vast expanse of sea stretch out before them. Sharp wind whipped around them, carrying the scent of salt.

Kayla had never been to the sea in her world, but she loved it the second she saw it. The two of them stood there for a while and didn’t talk, not because they would have had to shout over the thunderous waves, but because they wanted to absorb it all. This strange ocean that stretched across the horizon, so unlike Lake Michigan, unlike anything Kayla knew.

By the time they were on their way back, the faint pink of sunset tinged the sky. On her first day in the court, Kayla had thought the sky here was no different than the one she was used to—at least during the day. But she had noticed something about the weather.

The daytime sky was always the same, a clear blue vastness obscured by a cloud or two, and at night it transformed into a dark canvas punctuated with a million tiny stars. In the morning, the air was sometimes thick with humidity—smelling salty closer to the coast and grassy by the woods—but it had never rained. It appeared to be a miracle how both the court and the forest burst with freshness, their plants and trees and flowers as colorful as ever.

Kayla’s plants at home would die if she forgot to water them just once.

“What is it about this place,” Kayla said, “that the weather is always so nice?” 

Deirdre smiled. “It is because you came to us in the season of Dair. We also call it the Time of Brightness.”

“How many seasons are there?”

“Seven.” Deirdre wrinkled her brow in thought. “But the seventh season, the Elder’s Wrath, is quite rare. There is no way of telling when that season will occur, but you will know the moment it happens. The sky darkens completely, swallowing up all light, the moon, and the stars.”

They continued down the path in ponderous silence. After a while, Kayla told Deirdre what she’d witnessed in the throne room. Kayla didn’t mention why she was there in the first place, but considering that Deirdre hadn’t left her side all day, she knew parts of it already.

“The Horned Ones are infuriated,” Deirdre said. “They learned about the faoladh who was murdered in the mortal world, and now they fear for their own safety.”

“The queen said she’d protect them, but how is she going to do that?”

“By finding the Unseelies before the pookas do.”

They had reached the outskirts of the market and crossed a bridge over the Silver Ribbon, stopping at the halfway point to lean against the railing and gaze down at the river. After a while, Deirdre looked back at Kayla.

“Our knights have been searching all of Tír na nÓg for ages,” she said. “Wherever the Unseelies are hiding, it is difficult to find.”

“Wouldn’t it make more sense to work with the pookas then?”

Deirdre tucked a strand of rose-blond hair behind her pointed ear. “What makes you believe that Ophira is not working with them?”

“It doesn’t seem like it. She didn’t tell them about the faoladh. Why would she keep that a secret?”

Deirdre tilted her head, looking away from Kayla. “Perhaps I am wrong, but I believe that Ophira has never let go of the hope that she can save her sister and reunite the two courts without causing another war. If the pookas find the Unseelies first, they will not show mercy. So Ophira decided she would not share some of the information, for the sake of our two courts.”

“Why would Ophira want to save her sister?” Kayla asked. “Titania killed their father.” 

“Even after all the things her sister has done, Ophira has still some amount of affection for her. The love for one’s sister does not die so easily and, besides, when Titania left, she split our people in two. This was never what King Arawn wanted. Ophira would want to right things. For her family and for her people.”

Making things right and returning them to a state they once were in. Maybe Ophira’s wishes weren’t that far from Kayla’s, though the circumstances were vastly different. 

“I am not all too familiar with Ophira’s intentions,” Deirdre said, “and these are all just assumptions based on what I saw and heard at the Citadel. Perhaps she has her own secret reasons for her choices, just like her sister.”

“Are they much alike? Ophira and Titania?”

“No.” Deirdre’s gaze wandered toward the Citadel. “Though Ophira has become more like her sister ever since her father’s death. She used to be so kind. Now she is often so...” 

“Aloof?”

Deirdre faced Kayla again. “She is holding back a lot of pain,” she said, “and all the while a heavy burden lies on her shoulders.”

Kayla lowered her eyes and watched a few fish dart back and forth in the river below. “I know how it feels to have lost a father...”

“Me too. He died at the hands of an Unseelie.” Deirdre let out a deep, long sigh. Then, she straightened up. “But your father is not gone forever. You can find him.”

“How?” Kayla asked. “I know the Unseelies have my dad but...” She dropped her arms to her side. “The queen believes it’s just a trap. And I’m stuck here, forced to stay put, and if I can’t find him, I’ll never be able to return home.” She didn’t want to think about how much pain she would cause her family and best friend. Abby’s voice was playing on repeat inside her head ever since their phone call, like a splinter driving deeper and deeper under her skin. 

Deirdre placed her hand on top of Kayla’s on the railing. “Sometimes the path we are on takes a different shape than we expected, but that does not mean that the destination has changed. You will find what you are seeking.” She smiled at Kayla, open and warm. 

“I’ve spent most of my life wishing to get my dad back.” Kayla stared down at a fish, her vision blurry with tears. “I never knew how and I still don’t... It feels like I’m chasing a ghost...”

The words left her lips before she could think them, as if they had waited years to be uttered. They had a ring of truth to them, and it made Kayla’s skin crawl with dread. She didn’t want them to be true. Her father had to be alive. The message had said so and faeries couldn’t lie.

Deirdre squeezed Kayla’s hand harder. A sharp sting pinched Kayla’s wrist, reminding her of the unpleasant sensation she’d felt a few nights ago, but it vanished again within a heartbeat.

Kayla looked up to return Deirdre’s smile. Maybe she’d just won a friend in this strange new world.  
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After dinner at the market, Kayla retreated to her room. She flopped onto her bed, her cellphone clasped in her hands. The battery was almost dead, and it was probably a bad idea to turn the phone on even though it wouldn’t work. But that little piece of tech was all the normalcy Kayla had left.

She opened her photos and clicked on the one of her father. For the longest time after he vanished, she’d done that every night. Lying on her bed like she did now, she’d talked to him for hours. She’d told him how her day had been, how much she missed him, reported every progress that Theo made. She’d cried the day Theo had started school. Of course others had teased him about not having a father.

“Dad.” Her voice carried a tiny echo through the empty room. “I miss you. The last few days have been... well, weird, but that’s the way it is now.” She told him all about the queen and the Unseelies, the Dryad that tried to kill her, and the faoladhs, the unseen protectors of Chicago. “I promise I’ll find you. And then we’ll both get to go home.”

She closed the picture and opened the message app instead. Out of habit, she clicked on her chat with Abby and began typing.

She dropped the phone on the bed with a sigh. Her mind wandered, settling on Fay. The last time she’d seen her, Fay had been covered in cuts and bruises that had been Kayla’s fault. And yet Fay had protected her.

Kayla couldn’t quite figure Fay out. She was always withdrawn, but every once in a while, her defenses dropped, the frown on her face softened, and the tension in her shoulders relaxed. Only for a few seconds, then Fay would close up again.

Kayla longed to be the person Fay could open up to. The one who would console Fay if she was sad, the one who pulled her into a hug, kissed her on the forehead... while Fay stabbed her in the back.

Shivering, Kayla turned onto her side and stared out the window, her eyes already drooping.

––––––––
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In the dark night, Lysdôn Hall glittered with a thousand tiny Faery Lights. A soft tune floated through the air, carrying with it the scent of soothing lavender and spicy marigold. Kayla entered the hall, the ground warm under her bare feet. A gentle breeze ruffled the skirts of her dress, the gossamer fabric tickling her legs.

She looked down and saw she had changed into a magnificent pale-blue gown. Embroideries of flowers and leaves adorned the dress, from the high neck down to the long trail.

“You look beautiful.”

Kayla spun around, and her heart stuttered. “Fay,” she whispered.

Fay was in her green revel gown, her cheeks flushed. She wore a floral crown on her head and held one with blue blossoms in her hand “May I have this dance?” Fay asked. 

The music swelled. Kayla glanced around, but she couldn’t find a band anywhere. They were alone. Kayla stood still, dizzy with the flutter in her stomach, as Fay stepped up to her and placed the blue floral crown on her head. 

Then Fay held out a hand, a smile lighting up her face. Kayla accepted, and together they whirled across the hall, carried by the music. Fay pulled Kayla close, one hand holding Kayla’s, the other resting low on Kayla’s back.

The world around them fell away. Kayla gazed up at Fay, whose green eyes glistened in the glow of the Faery Lights. Kayla had never seen her so uninhibited. With incredible ease, Fay guided Kayla, spinning and twirling, always keeping her close.

As the music slowed, so did they, and Fay let go of Kayla’s hand. “I’ve been waiting for you,” she said. She brushed a lock of hair from Kayla’s face, her fingertips leaving behind a tingle.

“You have?” Kayla asked. Her voice sounded high and surreal. She shivered as Fay placed her hand on the nape of Kayla’s neck and pulled her so close that their lips almost touched.

“Save me,” Fay murmured. “Please.”

Kayla tightened her hold on Fay, the urge to taste her mouth nearly tearing her up, and—

With a shriek, the music ceased, and Kayla stumbled into complete emptiness.

––––––––
[image: image]


Kayla shot up in bed with a gasp. Heart hammering in her chest, she pushed aside the sheets and sank back into the cushions. She lay still, waiting for her heartbeat to return to normal and the sweat on her skin to dry.

It was pitch-black in the room and outside, not even a single light flashing in the distance. Kayla closed her eyes and saw Lysdôn Hall, awash with Faery Lights, and Princess Fay striding toward her.

Save me. Please.

She’d never heard Fay sound so desperate and frightened. But it had been a dream, nothing else. Kayla sat up to take a sip from her water, and then she curled up in bed again, the sheets tight around her. She stared at the darkness behind the window, but she kept seeing Fay’s face, closer than it had ever been.
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WHERE THE HEART IS
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The sun seemed to rise sooner than usual. Kayla crawled out of bed, groggy and with a pounding headache. Deirdre came in with her breakfast and they ate together. Still no news from Dahlia.

“What’s the plan for today?” Kayla asked between bites of honey plum. She’d come to really love the sweet, juicy fruit.

Deirdre smoothed the bedsheets with her hands. “I have some errands to run, so you will have someone else look after you today.”

At that moment, there was a knock on the door. “Come on in!” Deirdre called.

Kayla watched, the half-eaten honey plum dripping juice down her arm, as Fay entered. With relief, Kayla saw that the cuts and bruises from the fight with the Dryad had healed, and Fay looked perfectly at ease. She was wearing woolen pants and a simple green shirt, and she’d pulled her blond curls into a messy ponytail, several strands coming loose. Even her posture was casual and more relaxed, with one hand tucked into the pocket of her pants.

She was as beautiful as in Kayla’s dream.

“Morning,” Fay said.

“Hi. I... um... one second.” Kayla dropped the rest of the honey plum back on the silver tray before hurrying to the bathroom to wash her hands and hide her burning cheeks. She splashed some water on her neck and face. Her tangle of black curls was a total mess. Swearing, she ran a comb through her hair, trying to repair as much as possible.

It still wasn’t any good. But why did she even care? Fay wasn’t interested in her like that. When Kayla returned to the bedroom, Fay and Deirdre were talking to each other, laughing. They stopped when they noticed Kayla, and Fay turned to her with a smile.

“Should we head out? There’s something I want to show you.”

Kayla’s heart leaped. “Yeah, sure,” she said, trying to sound as though she didn’t care.

They left the Citadel to step into yet another day of perfect weather. Kayla was getting used to it. In Chicago, you could have sunshine and balmy temperatures one day and heavy rain the next. Sometimes winter arrived within one night, with large masses of snow falling from the sky as though a giant had thrown a huge snowball down on the city.

After weaving and darting through the narrow alleys of the Seelie Court, they approached a hut made of stone and partly engulfed in grass and vines. There was no door, only an opening in the front, through which ivy was spreading inside.

Fay ducked through the doorway into the hut and Kayla followed. Inside, a fire was burning in a furnace, filling the small room with steaming heat. The stones in the ceiling had turned black with age. Various instruments that Kayla had seen in movies or history books hung along the walls or lay on tables. In a far corner stood a crooked stool with three legs.

Fay picked up a short blade from a table. “I’ve been working on this for a while now.” She ran a finger along the edge. “The hilt’s been giving me a hard time, but I managed it last night.”

“You made this?” Kayla asked.

“It’s the first dagger I’ve made on my own.” Fay weighed the weapon in her hands with care. “And I want you to have it.”

“Me?” Kayla stepped closer and her eyes wandered over the weapon. It had a more or less simple steel blade—as far as Kayla could tell—and a hilt made of a dark wood, probably ebony.

“It’s made of iron that won’t burn a faerie’s skin but can cut it,” Fay said. “We use it for most of our weapons, though there are also the Nori blades. They contain cold iron.”

Kayla looked from the weapon to Fay. “Why would you give me this?”

“You should be able to defend yourself.”

“But you already gave me a weapon back in Chicago and—oh god!” Kayla gasped. “I lost it! At the pier, it was that Unseelie. He knocked it out of my hands and I forgot to get it back... Oh Fay, I am so—”

“Don’t,” Fay said. “We do not dwell on the past. I’m giving you a new one that you’d better not lose.” She took the blade over to another table from which she picked an oblong instrument with a knob on top. “Now all I’m missing is the engraving.” With decisive movements of her left hand, Fay carved into the wood.

“You don’t need to do this,” Kayla said. She followed Fay to the worktable, one hand reaching out. “I—”

“But I want to do it.” Fay brought down the graver again. “Besides, you have a tendency of running into danger, so next time you decide to fight an Unseelie or invade a Dryad’s habitat, you’ll be prepared.” Fay glanced at Kayla again, and it reminded Kayla of Fay’s despair in her dream. 

Kayla longed to reach out for Fay, but instead she sank down on a stool, nearly toppling over, and sat still while Fay worked on the weapon. Her brow furrowed in concentration as her hands worked without rest, stopping only to push back a strand of hair that kept falling into her face.

In this moment, Kayla could see vulnerability in Fay’s slender body.

Glowing sunlight filtered through the cracks in the stone building, illuminating Fay’s face in just the right places. It highlighted the way her cheekbones curved, soft and rosy, and Kayla noticed her pointed ears were slightly less tapered than those of other faeries. She wondered why, but she didn’t dare to break the silence.

Every once in a while, Fay looked up, smiled, and then returned to her work. Neither of them spoke for the longest time and Kayla savored that silence. She had a thousand questions she wanted to ask Fay, but they all had to wait. If she asked them, then the spell might break, and she didn’t want to risk that. Kayla and Fay were alone for a change, not rushed by Unseelies or revels or finding Kayla’s dad.

She hadn’t realized how much she’d longed for a moment like this.

By the time Fay put down the graver, tiny beads of sweat covered her forehead. Kayla had wanted to tell her to stop a million times before, but couldn’t bring herself to do it. She didn’t want to miss even a second of watching Fay, seeing how she changed when she was working.

Kayla inched closer to Fay but kept an arm’s length of distance between them as she leaned in to look at the dagger. Where the hilt had been blank before, a fine pattern of flowers and leaves was winding around it now. Even with her non-existent knowledge of art, Kayla knew that she was looking at it.

She stared at Fay. “You never told me you’re an artist!”

Now Fay was beaming at Kayla, a look of satisfaction on her face. “Just one more thing,” she said and walked over to another table. After some rummaging, she returned with an oblong leather object—a scabbard, Kayla realized. Fay slid the blade into the scabbard and then held it out to Kayla. “It’s all yours now.”

Kayla took the weapon into her hands. Both the scabbard and the hilt were decorated and engraved with flowers. There was now even a word carved into the hilt. 

“Cosaín,” she read out loud.

“That means ‘to protect,’” Fay said.

Kayla met Fay’s gaze. There was a brown freckle in Fay’s left eye that Kayla hadn’t noticed before.

For a second, Kayla wasn’t in the armory anymore. She was back in that alley, outside the club in Chicago, and she could feel Fay’s body close to hers, Fay’s breath tickling her cheek. 

That night, she had wanted to kiss Fay so badly.

She realized she still did. 

Kayla closed the distance between them until their knees touched and she could place her free hand on Fay’s hip. 

“Kayla...”

The sound of her name coming from Fay’s mouth sent a shiver down her spine. Kayla’s gaze darted from Fay’s lips to her eyes, wide and desperate. They were so close to each other; Kayla felt the warmth radiating off Fay, heard her gasp a little.

“I-I have to tell you something...” Fay said. Her words were only a whisper and Kayla barely registered them. She didn’t want to talk, not now.

She leaned in for a kiss.

“What are you two still doing here?” a male voice asked.

Kayla leaped away from Fay, blushing, as a man came in through the doorway.

It was Oilibhéar, the knight.

“I wanted to finish something,” Fay said, clearing her throat. She busied herself with clearing the worktable, hiding her face from Kayla. “I have already put away the Nori blades, but I was not sure about the daggers out front.”

Kayla shifted her gaze from Fay and back to the man. In the light of the furnace’s fire, she could discern his features weren’t those of Oilibhéar. He had the same brown hair and amber eyes as him, but the planes of his face were sharper, his beard less scruffy, and he was a few inches shorter.

“We will leave them,” the man told Fay, then looked at Kayla. “You must be Kayla. I am Bedwyr. I think you already met two of my children, Maeve and Oilibhéar?”

Too shocked by what had almost happened, Kayla could do nothing but nod politely.

“I swear to Dôn,” Bedwyr said. “My Maeve has gotten Fay and Nooa in more trouble than I can count, but she is fierce.”

“That she is,” Fay said as she returned the graver to its storage. “Do you need help with the furnace?”

“I will take care of it. You two go and enjoy the rest of the day.”

She might have imagined it, but Kayla thought she saw Bedwyr wink at them as they left.
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They stood outside the armory, not looking at each other. Kayla didn’t know what to say. Back in there, when Fay had said she needed to talk to her, Kayla had ignored the urgency in Fay’s voice. She ignored the alarm going off inside of her, screaming at her that this was a mistake, that she couldn’t kiss Fay.

She couldn’t fall for the girl who had kidnapped her.

But now, Kayla’s mind was clear again. And her cheeks burned with embarrassment. “What was it you wanted to talk about?” she asked.

Fay drew up her shoulders, her hands stuffed into the pockets of her pants. “I don’t think we should...”

“Is it...” Kayla swallowed. “Is it because of that girl? Isobel? I’m sorry. I shouldn’t—”

“No apologizing,” Fay cut in, her lips pressed into a thin line. She was still avoiding Kayla’s gaze. 

“But I am sorry, okay? Now please look at me!” Kayla reached out a hand and Fay flinched. Her eyes darted up, glittering in the light of the setting sun.

“Apologies are meaningless and offensive to faeries. Besides, there’s nothing to apologize for,” Fay said, her shoulders relaxing a little. “Isobel and I aren’t anamchara.”

“Anam—what?”

“We are not in love.” Again, Fay’s eyes flicked toward Kayla. “Most faeries enjoy open relationships. There’s no harm in being with more than one person.” 

Kayla took a step back. “I see.” After all she’d seen at the revel on her first day, she wasn’t surprised to hear Fay say that, but she wasn’t sure how she felt about it. She wasn’t sure about a lot of things when it came to Fay. 

The other girl was looking at something in the distance. A gentle breeze drifted in from the sea, lifting the fine hairs that had come loose from Fay’s ponytail. In the fading daylight, Fay’s skin shone white, and despite her casual clothes she was the beautiful princess who Kayla had dreamed of last night.

Fay’s emerald eyes settled on Kayla for a moment, sweeping a tingling sensation up the back of her neck and across her face. “I’ve got something else planned,” Fay said, her voice no longer strained. “We call it Doscíthean. A place to unwind.”

Kayla could think of a dozen questions to ask and several other things she’d rather do. She didn’t come to the faerie world to unwind or to fool around with a faerie princess; she came to find her father.

But as much as she wanted to go after him now, she wasn’t allowed to. Until Dahlia called her back to Chicago, there was nothing else left to do.

And so Kayla followed Fay toward the Whispering Woods. Once they reached the outskirts of the forest, they found a little clearing between a group of trees. A fire crackled in a grate set into the ground, illuminating the faces of those who were gathered around it. Four of them stared at her while Maeve kept braiding her green hair. Rhydian, who had one arm slung around her waist, nudged her, and she glanced up at Kayla.

“Oh,” was all she said. 

Nooa rose to his feet. They were bare, as was his chest. “I am glad you could join. Have a seat!” He settled back down between Oilibhéar and Isobel.

Kayla waited for Fay to sit next to Isobel, but she slumped down beside Oilibhéar, pulling Kayla along with her.

None of these faeries were total strangers to Kayla, but it was a peculiar group. She’d never seen them all in the same place, but here they were, sitting in a circle, gazing into the fire and sipping drinks from leaf cups. Nooa passed his pipe to Maeve and retrieved his flute from his pocket. A soft, mellifluous tune filled the small clearing.

Maeve took a pull on the pipe. Her eyelids drooped and she was serene in a way she’d never been.

It rubbed Kayla the wrong way. Faeries might not think much of apologies, but Kayla did. She couldn’t just forget that Maeve hadn’t even hesitated to drag Kayla before the queen.

There was a tug at Kayla’s arm. Fay was holding out a drink, a smile on her face. Kayla shook her head no, and Fay leaned in closer. “What’s wrong?”

Kayla’s eyes flicked to Maeve and back to Fay.

“This is neither the time nor the place to hold any grudges,” Fay said. “This gathering is a space for kindness and tranquility, no matter what differences you might have with someone else.” She sipped at her drink, shut her eyes, and hummed along to the melody Nooa was playing.

Maeve passed on the pipe to Rhydian, who took it and puffed some smoke. “I cannot believe that you have seen Unseelies,” Rhydian said. “What was it like?”

Nooa’s melody transformed into something deep and somber. It painted a picture in Kayla’s mind: of the Unseelie knights, gloomy and deadly. Their masked faces came closer and closer, and the red-haired woman chuckled while the man’s white hand gripped Kayla’s throat and...

Maeve snapped her out of her reverie. “...incredible! But we kicked their asses, and they crawled back to whatever cave they came from.”

“It was reckless of you to go there with the faerie cat,” Oilibhéar said, his voice calm, as if they were discussing the weather. Kayla understood what Fay had meant; there was no room for accusations or any other strong feelings.

“She would have never made it without us.” Maeve spoke in the same deadpan voice. “She needed our protection.”

“But you should have known better. You are not a knight.”

A flicker of anger crossed Maeve’s face, but she said nothing. Beside her, Rhydian blew out some smoke. “She might not be one,” he said, “but she knows how to wield a weapon. And it saved her life that night.”

“If your father finds out you have been preparing her behind his back...” Oilibhéar said. 

“He will not find out.” Rhydian handed the pipe to Fay. “There are more important things on his mind right now.” 

“It has not been that bad since the Royal Battle,” Isobel said, pushing back her sleek dark-blue hair. Her cheeks were rosy from the liquor. “Maybe we all should have a weapon.”

Nooa’s melody died, and he put the flute down on the ground beside him. “I do not like the sound of that.”

“Isobel is right,” Oilibhéar said, lowering his gaze to his drink. “Queen Ophira is working on sending a message to her sister. And once she succeeds, we must brace for battle. One in which we might stand alone.” He took a swig from his drink. “We have heard word of Blackpond today. The pookas insist on ending the treaty and confronting the Unseelies themselves.”

Fay coughed, smoke swirling out of her nostrils. “How? No one knows where the Unseelies are hiding.”

“They claim that they know.”

“But if they do...” Kayla said, and all of a sudden everyone was looking at her. She cleared her throat. “If the pookas know where the Unseelies are, why aren’t they telling Ophira?”

Maeve snorted and then continued savoring her drink.

“Our relationship with the pookas is complicated,” Oilibhéar said.

“Why?”

“There are many reasons. But for one, when the Crown of Tír na nÓg was forged, the Seelie faeries established themselves as the rulers and the pookas were not content with that... development.”

“The pookas did not want to bow to the Seelie Court,” Nooa said. “They believe in the deity Cernunnos as their true leader, even though he has not been seen since the Giants vanished from this world.”

Rhydian nodded along. “But when the pookas lost the Battle of Trees, they were forced to accept our king as their ruler. They kept fighting for their independence, even after that, until the Treaty of Blackpond. Other clans have been much more compliant.” 

Kayla hadn’t seen any clans other than the pookas, but she guessed their absence meant they agreed with the way things were going. They had faith in their queen. 

“What do the pookas want from the Unseelies?” Kayla asked.

“I don’t think it’s about what they want,” Fay said. She was still holding the pipe in her fingers, twisting it. Her golden ring gleamed in the light of the fire. “The pookas are scared of what the Unseelies could do and they don’t like that. If something threatens their people, they get rid of that threat.”

Back in Chicago, Kayla didn’t really follow politics. It had always felt far too removed from her, when some guy was saying one thing and then another guy said something different. But here, in the Seelie Court, it was all happening right before her eyes. And she was caught up in the middle. 

The next few words left her lips before she could even process them. “I’ve got nothing to do with this, but the Unseelies took my father. I’m convinced they did.” She glanced up and saw Fay looking back at her, a crease between her brows.

Then Fay scooted closer and her fingers brushed against Kayla’s. Kayla blushed. Did anyone notice? Did Isobel notice? Kayla pulled back a little.

“It is baffling,” Oilibhéar said. “There has never been sight of Titania, yet she is still quite present in the minds of the Seelies.”

“Because what she did was a violation against this court,” Maeve said. “She divided our people. She turned part of our population into something else.”

Everyone nodded along in quiet agreement. Then Nooa put his flute to his lips again and started playing. He was leaning against Oilibhéar, who had his eyes closed now, listening to the music.

Fay nudged Kayla’s hand. “Here.” She held out the pipe.

“I don’t smoke,” Kayla said automatically.

“This won’t harm you. It’s a kind of weed we grow in the fields. We use it for sedation as well, but in this form it will do nothing but calm you down a little.”

Kayla knew she shouldn’t accept any substances she had no knowledge of, but she had done exactly that ever since she’d arrived at the Seelie Court. What was the harm of trying out one more weed?

She accepted the pipe. Fay gave her a brief smile, then flopped down on her back and closed her eyes.

Kayla had never held a pipe before. She’d never even seen one up close, but she could tell this one was different. A tiny smoke ring rose from the circular hole at one end. That was where Nooa had put the weeds, but Kayla hadn’t seen him light it.

The fire crackled and hissed. Its warmth was pleasant on Kayla’s skin. Everything around her—from the birds in the trees to the smallest insect chirping nearby—was peaceful. And she wanted to be part of that peace.

She placed the flat end of the pipe between her lips and pulled. An explosion of tastes erupted in her throat and traveled down into her chest. Sweet and sour and salty and all at once. It conjured an image of evergreen hills dotted with flowers and a cloudless sky. Her lungs expanded as they filled with the smoke, but it wasn’t painful.

It was soothing.

She released the smoke through her nostrils, which tickled a little and she coughed. Oilibhéar beside her chuckled and offered his open palm. A part of her didn’t want to give up the pipe just yet, but maybe it was better that way.

Kayla looked around at all the different faces sitting in that circle. They hadn’t changed, but something inside of Kayla had. She no longer felt angry when she saw Maeve snuggled up against Rhydian. That negative feeling had been dulled, shoved into the back of her mind. 

And when she watched Isobel swaying to Nooa’s tune, there was no little jab in her stomach.

Kayla settled down beside Fay with a deep sigh. There were a thousand things Kayla could have been worrying about in that second, but none of them mattered. Not in that moment. 

Maybe life was about more than finding her dad.

Kayla tilted her head toward Fay and thought about what she’d said: anamchara. Kayla had never considered that there was a difference between mutual attraction and love. Thinking about it now she realized she had been attracted to her exes, but it hadn’t been love.

It had been too fleeting...

She gazed up at the sky, not even registering all the stars as her mind wandered without restraint, thinking about everything and nothing at all. Kayla hummed along to the melody Nooa was playing, her chest light and her fingertips tingling.

After the longest while, Nooa’s tune broke off. Everyone bolted up when someone spoke.

“I have a message for Kayla.”

Within seconds, the calmness inside Kayla vanished and was replaced by the frantic beating of her heart. Her hands trembled as she accepted the note. It read:

Come see me ASAP. —Dahlia
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THE TRUTH UNRAVELED
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As soon as they reached Chicago, Kayla pulled out her phone. The battery was down to 5% so she typed fast.

Abby, I don’t have much time. Are you there?

She waited for the three dots to appear. Nothing.

If you’re reading this, please answer. I miss you.

Again, she waited, but no reply came.

Kayla turned her phone off again at 1%. Rhydian eyed her from aside, but she avoided his gaze for the rest of their trip. She wished Oilibhéar could have gone with them.

Dahlia’s newest concoction tasted worse than her earlier ones. It was a mixture of unwashed socks, spoiled eggs, and something bitter and metallic. And it had the texture of green slime.

“Ugh!” Kayla was seconds from vomiting after emptying the cup. “That’s the last time I’m drinking something of yours.”

Dahlia flicked her hand. “Oh, please. It’s not that bad.” She rounded her worktable with several grass culms clasped in her hand.

“What now?” Kayla asked. “If you’re saying I have to eat grass and dirt next—”

“Shush. That’s for me.” Dahlia sat beside Kayla on the old sofa, sending dust flying in the air, and knotted the culms together at the ends until they formed one long culm. “Your mind has been astonishingly tricky,” she said. “It had me chasing through a labyrinth, seeking in vain for a connection to your father, when what I had to find was not a way into your mind but a way to crack it. I have to make it drop whatever protection has been put on it and make your memories and bonds reveal themselves to us. This’ll do the job.”

She knotted the culms into an elaborate form similar to the swirls and twists Kayla had seen on the entrance to the Faery Path. Then she beckoned Kayla to lie down.

Dahlia’s green cat eyes settled on Kayla. “You ready?”

Kayla eyed the culms with a raised eyebrow. “Is this going to work?”

“Only one way to find out,” Dahlia said. As she placed the culm on Kayla’s chest, right above the heart, she murmured unfamiliar words.

Darkness enveloped Kayla and everything slipped away—the world, her own body, all her senses. The endless void was all there was. Had she died?

With a jerk, she resurfaced from the abyss and green light welcomed her. The image lingered, flickering like an old TV, but it didn’t change. It was as though it was stuck, and Kayla was stuck too, forced to dwell in the green nothingness for the rest of her life.

There was no sound. It was completely quiet, until one voice broke through. Dahlia speaking under her breath, faster and faster. With an echoing click, the scene transformed.

Kayla was no longer watching the scene; she was in it. The world was still green but dimmed, and she could see a thick canopy of branches and leaves above her, a full moon peeking through. Somebody was carrying her, and she felt the constant motion. She was much smaller than she normally was.

Kayla heard hard footfalls on packed ground, the snap of a twig, and the wind howling through the trees. She heard the breaths of someone running and carrying something heavy. Someone was singing close to her ear. The tune was sweet and feminine, and achingly familiar. She twisted her neck to look up at the woman who was carrying her—and saw her own eyes staring back.

But it wasn’t Kayla who the eyes belonged to, because the woman had sharper cheekbones and straight brown hair that tickled Kayla’s cheek. The woman stopped singing and smiled down at Kayla, a smile so bright and genuine it made even the darkest parts of the forest shine.

Kayla cooed and chuckled, kicking a tiny leg, and the woman cradled her closer to her chest. She never stopped running.

“Shh, my baby. I will not let them get you.”

Noises of their pursuers echoed through the trees: heavy footfalls, the clang of metal, furious and throaty voices.

The woman with Kayla in her arms ran even faster, thundering down a hill. The cold wind whipped the hair about her face, revealing a long cut down her cheek and a bruise at her eye.

“It will be all right,” the woman said. “No one will hurt you in the mortal world.” 

She beamed another smile at Kayla, but it was marked with grief. Tears shimmered in her eyes.

And that was the last Kayla saw of the strange woman, before the memory dissolved into nothing but thin air.

Kayla flung her eyes open, gasping for breath, but her lungs wouldn’t fill. Her chest flared up with pain and she clutched at it. She felt something moist and tore away the grass culms. As she tossed them to the floor, sweet air filled her nostrils down to her lungs.

She sat up with her head spinning and her dress sticking to her skin. Her hair was plastered to her neck and face and she pulled it up into a ponytail. It somehow made it easier to breathe.

The light inside the room, which had always been gloomy, was now sharp in Kayla’s eyes. She blinked twice before she spotted Dahlia crouching on the floor beside the sofa. Her foxy ears were trembling and her eyes wide. She was breathing hard too, and sweat covered her face.

“D-Dahlia?” Kayla shifted from the sofa and slumped to the ground opposite of her. “What did you see?”

Dahlia shuddered and then cleared her throat. “The same as you,” she said. “Your mother in the woods, running.”

“That was not my mother.” Kayla rose to her feet, swaying back a little. “The spell didn’t work. Again.” She crossed her arms in front of her chest and bit down on her lip to force back the tears.

“No, it worked.” Dahlia stood, walked over to the door, checked that it was closed, and came back to where Kayla was standing. “I saw it all,” she said. “The truth unraveled.”

“You—what? I don’t understand...”

Dahlia glanced toward the door. “I shouldn’t explain,” she said. “Too many ears. If the queen finds out I told you...” She rubbed her brow with two fingers, eyes closed. Then she looked back at Kayla. “But I have to... I owe your mother...”

“That was not my mother!”

“Keep your voice down and sit. There’s something I need you to see.” Dahlia crossed the room to one of her many shelves. When she returned, she was carrying something. “Say nothing. Just look at it. Please.”

Dahlia held the item out to Kayla. It was a small box made of wood, one that showed traces of age with little scratches and tiny holes. On top of the lid was a golden engraving, five letters that sent a jolt through Kayla’s body.

Keília.

She’d never seen her name spelled that way. A fist settled in her chest, squeezing tight.

Dahlia forced the box closer to Kayla. “Just look at it.”

Kayla took the box and sank onto the sofa, placing the object in her lap. With one trembling finger, she traced the inscription along every single letter. Then she slipped her finger to the side of the casket, pushed at the lid, and lifted it a few inches.

Her heart stopped pounding for the briefest moment.

“It will explain a lot. I promise,” Dahlia said.

Kayla flipped the lid open like peeling off a Band-Aid. There were only two items: a piece of folded parchment and a necklace. She took out the necklace first, placing it in her palm. Attached to a fine golden chain was a pendant, nothing like the ones she’d seen at Macy’s. Two pieces of glass were held together by a round frame, the same color as the chain, and pressed between them was a flower. Its star-like shape was familiar to Kayla, and when she counted its five petals and five stamens she was almost certain she knew what it was—if it hadn’t been for the color. The flower gleamed a brilliant purple.

She brought the necklace up to her eyes, examining every detail. But no matter which way she twisted and turned it, whether she held it against her palm or the light, the flower seemed unharmed, as if someone had plucked it minutes ago.

“Why would you give me this?” she asked. “Did my dad...?”

“There’s a letter too.”

Kayla placed the necklace back into the box and took out the folded paper. Its rough surface reminded her of the pages of an ancient book that had been perused a thousand times, and it crackled like burning wood as she unfolded it. The handwriting was neat, every letter placed there with purpose.
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My fair Keília, 

I hope that you may never read this letter, for if you do, it means you have returned to the Fair Folk. I need you to know that your father and I have tried relentlessly to keep you safe. But after so much running and hiding, we have decided that the time has come. You could never be as safe with us as you will be in the mortal world.

The family we picked to raise you is a fine family, as far as humans are concerned. Your father and I have arranged that they take good care of you. I have also assured that your faerie nature will be hidden from everyone you meet— from this or any other world. Both you and your human caretakers are being protected. An old friend of mine made sure of that. I pray she was also the one who delivered this letter, for she is the only person—other than your father—who I entrust with being the bearer of such news.

If you are reading this letter, Keília, know that the Fair Folk is not all kind. You may be one of them, but not all of them are benign. Some only mean you harm. I hope (oh, I do hope) that by the time you read this you have grown into a beautiful young woman and the dangers of our past are no longer yours.

Keep the necklace close and it will guide you through the darkest nights. Take care, my little pumpkin. We will always watch over you.

Your loving mother

Amhrán

––––––––
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When Kayla had finished reading the letter, she read it again, and again. Then she clasped it to her chest. The room had grown stifling and the dank smell mingled with that of leftover tea leaves made her want to throw up.

“Do you have questions?” Dahlia asked. It sounded as if she was far away.

Kayla stared at the faerie cat who sat across from her, hands folded in her lap. There was now a teapot and two cups on the table. Dahlia had filled a cup with steaming liquid and placed it in front of Kayla, who wrinkled her nose at it.

“I know this is a lot to take in,” Dahlia said, “but—”

“It doesn’t make any sense!” Kayla leaped to her feet, holding the letter at arm’s length. “I am human,” she said. “I am Eileen and Alasdair Whittemore’s daughter!” Her fingers closed around the letter and the paper crackled.

Dahlia rose to her feet, palms stretched toward Kayla. “Please keep your voice down. The knights can’t hear. I can only imagine how you feel, but listen to me.”

Kayla shook her head. “No, you listen to me! This isn’t true. My dad would’ve never lied to me.” Her eyes stung with tears. “H-He is my f-father...” She collapsed back onto the sofa, sobbing. Dahlia sank down beside her and pulled Kayla to her chest.

“Shh,” Dahlia murmured, stroking Kayla’s back. “This doesn’t have to change how you feel about them.”

Dahlia’s arms were strong and Kayla relaxed into the embrace, letting her tears flow freely. “Eileen and Alasdair are my parents. And Theo... h-he’s my b-brother...”

“But there is another part of your family,” Dahlia said, hugging her tighter. “And I made a promise to your mother. To tell you the truth, if you ever came for help.”

Kayla pulled away from Dahlia and looked at her through bleary eyes. “But it can’t be true.” She sniffled. “I’m not a faerie. Look at me!”

“I see you more clearly now than the day we met.” Dahlia lifted a hand, brushing back Kayla’s hair. “Tír na nÓg has already changed you. Your eyes have darkened and are tinged with purple now. And your ears have sharpened.”

Kayla reached up a hand to touch her ear and found it slightly tapered at the top. “How—?”

“I told you there’s a strong magic on you,” Dahlia said. “It blocked your faerie gene, like a powerful Glamor, and you never showed your tapered ears or colorful eyes. But the spell has weakened, and it has become clearer with every time I saw you.”

Kayla placed her right hand on the wrist of her left one, resting it on her dad’s watch. “But... I’m not a faerie, Dahlia! I can lie and I can touch cold iron and I—” But as she said it, there was that prickle on her wrist again. She wriggled the wristband of her watch back an inch and found irritated red skin underneath. 

“As I’ve mentioned,” Dahlia explained, “everything faerie about you has been locked away for years. But it’s breaking through the enchantment. There’s no denying the truth now.”

Kayla released her grip on the watch, resisting the urge to rip it off her wrist and ease the itch. She would never part with it.

Then her gaze wandered over to the box resting on the table. “My birth mother...” This was all so wrong. Somewhere out there was a woman who Kayla had never met, but they shared the same blood. She cleared her throat and started again. “Amhrán gave this to you?”

“Years ago, she came to see me and asked me for help. I was to place a protection on you and your new family. She also gave me that casket for safekeeping.”

Kayla wiped a few tears from her cheek with the back of her hand. “Why are you giving me this only now?” she asked, anger seeping into her voice.

Dahlia leaned back, one of her foxy ears pricking. “Because my memories were corrupted too,” she said. “What I just did, it opened both of our minds. I remember now that I placed that Glamor-like spell on you years ago. Your mother came to see me when you were only a baby and she begged me to hide you from the faerie world. This included hiding you from myself.”

Kayla lowered her head. “Who’s my birth father?” A tiny voice inside her head answered that question without hesitation. Alasdair was her father. He was her dad. He had raised her, he had loved her, and... he had lied to her.

“I don’t know,” Dahlia said. “He wasn’t with her when she came to visit me.” 

“Do you know where they are? Are they... alive?”

“The day your mother gave me that letter was the last time I saw her. I haven’t heard from her since.”

“But you saw her now, didn’t you? In my mind?”

Dahlia frowned. “Your bond to them is somehow disrupted. I couldn’t locate them.” She glanced at the door. Everything was quiet beyond it.

“What about my dad, then?” Kayla asked with a pang in her chest. “My adoptive father, I mean. Did you find him?”

“I wish I could tell you.” Dahlia took Kayla’s hand into hers. “But you do not share the same blood and therefore I cannot find him...”

Kayla withdrew her hands from Dahlia. “The queen said you’d find him for me...” 

“But I can’t,” Dahlia said. “I’m sharing this information with you instead. You must know your parents did everything to keep you safe, far away from the faeries. The Fair Folk only means to cause you harm, and your parents were clever enough to realize that before everything was too late.”

“Why would they want to keep me away from the Seelie faeries?” Kayla asked. “Apparently it’s where they came from.”

“You think it’s only the Unseelies that are dangerous, but that’s just because it’s what the Seelies told you. That the Unseelies are malicious and mean. That they are cold-blooded and slaughter innocent creatures.”

“Because they did,” Kayla said through gritted teeth.

“I’m not saying they aren’t all those things. But Kayla, the world isn’t divided into black and white, good and evil. Just because there are two courts of faeries doesn’t mean one of them is benevolent and the other isn’t. They both belong to the Fair Folk.”

“But what should I do?” Kayla asked, hearing the despair in her own voice. “What other choice do I have than to go back? I still haven’t found my dad... I can’t give up on him now...” Even if he wasn’t her real father, he was the only one she’d ever known and loved.

Dahlia never got to answer her question. Without warning, Rhydian strode into the room, and for a moment Kayla feared that he had listened to their conversation.

“We must return to the Seelie Court at once,” he said.

Kayla looked from Rhydian to the letter clasped in her hands to Dahlia. She had so many questions; she couldn’t leave. But Rhydian’s gaze rested on her, unwavering, and so she placed the letter back into the box.

“You should keep it,” Dahlia said. “Those are some excellent herbs,” she added with a wink.

“Thank you.” Kayla forced the words through her tensed jaw. She stuffed the box into her pouch and they left the Windy Flower. 

Walking the streets of Chicago, Kayla’s heart no longer ached for her home. She didn’t even know where that was anymore.
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PART THREE
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“My father, my father, and can you not hear

The promise the elf-king breathes in my ear?” 

“Be calm, stay calm, my child, lie low: 

In withered leaves the night-winds blow.”

––––––––
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“The Erl King” - Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
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THREE YEARS AGO...
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Kayla relaxed back into her seat. Her clothes stuck to her sweaty skin and the AC of the bus caused goosebumps all over her arms and legs. She rested her head against the cool window, watching the landscape rush by.

After the skyscrapers and concrete walls of the city, the vastness of the countryside was startling. They passed large stretches of meadows, the grass turned brittle by the scorching sun, and every once in a while Kayla caught glimpses of smaller cities. 

She took out her phone and checked the location one more time. She sent another silent thanks to Ms. Pinderhughes, who’d helped Kayla find the place. Without her, Kayla would still be looking.

Kayla plugged in her earphones and watched the world rush by the window. 

When the driver announced her stop, Kayla woke from her daze and grabbed her backpack and jacket. The bus hissed to a stop and Kayla got off, hiding her face behind her black hair.

She hurried away from the bus stop, glancing left and right. Department stores, cafés, and diners lined the street, which was deserted in the hot afternoon sun. A few cars whizzed past Kayla, not paying attention to the girl now checking her phone for directions.

Unfortunately, with the bus only stopping within the city, it meant she’d have to walk for a while. Shouldering her backpack, she started off down the street.

After trudging along in the boiling heat, Kayla began to think that maybe she should have waited for another day. But she was done waiting. From now on, it was only forward.

She stopped twice to take a sip of water and check directions again. Not a lot of people crossed her path. Most of them seemed to be inside, in the confines of their cool houses. Kayla wiped the sweat from her brow with the sleeve of her sweater, which she’d put on despite the heat to shield her skin from sunburn.

Though her skin rarely took on any color.

Finally, she left the city limits on the highway leading to the interstate. Her mother had always warned her against walking on highways. She used to say those roads were made for cars, not humans. But in this part of the country, the roads were empty of both cars and humans. 

After another few miles, trees appeared on the horizon. Kayla stopped, chills crawling up her neck and face. Then she set into motion again, walking in quick strides. Her feet no longer ached and her throat no longer cried for water. Nothing mattered except that small stretch of forest beside the road.

Kayla slowed down once she was in the shade of the trees. The heavy pounding of her heart rushed the blood through her veins, crashing in her ears. She approached a tree that tilted sideways at a dangerous angle. Years of harsh winters and summer storms had almost torn it from its roots.

Kayla kneeled, extending a trembling hand. Then she noticed it, at the foot of the tree, a small golden plaque. 
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In Memoriam. 

Alasdair

Husband. Father. 

––––––––
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With tears filling her eyes, Kayla collapsed to the ground. She held out a hand and pressed it against the plaque. Her chest tightened with another memory, when she’d stood with snow swirling around her, staring at a slab of stone with the same words on it.

There was no body buried beneath those words. And Kayla knew there wasn’t a body buried at this tree.

Two memorials for a man who had never died.

The trees around Kayla rustled, but she couldn’t feel any wind. She wiped away the tears and peered past the memorial. The shrubs beside one tree quivered, and a shadow sprung from it.

Kayla yelped, leaping to her feet.

The shadow chirped, spread its wings, and flew off. Kayla swore. Scared by a bird! She stooped to pick up her backpack and faltered.

Among the thicket of the trees, a pair of eyes was watching her, gleaming bright blue. They blinked and vanished. 

“Wait!” Kayla cried and made to go after the creature, when the sound of sirens cut through the air. She turned to find a cop car pulling up at the side of the road.
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In her entire life, Kayla had never hoped that her mother wouldn’t pick up the phone as much as she did in that police station. She knew her mother was about to start her shift at the hospital, but maybe she wasn’t on duty yet.

“Is there anyone else we can call?” the officer asked, putting down the receiver, and Kayla released a sigh.

Two hours later, Abby and her mother drove up to the station. While Rebekka signed some kind of form, Kayla and Abby waited in the car.

“What the hell were you doing out here?” Abby asked. She frowned at Kayla. “I can’t believe you’d just run off like that without telling me!” Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes red-rimmed.

Kayla hugged her backpack to her chest. “I wasn’t running off, Abs. I wanted to have a look. That’s all.”

“A look at what?” Abby gestured outside the window. “There’s literally nothing here!” 

“It’s where my dad vanished,” Kayla mumbled, quiet enough she thought maybe Abby hadn’t heard.

But she had and in an instant her frown softened. She turned around in her seat and reached out her hands toward Kayla, who took them.

“Kay, you could’ve talked to me about this.”

“Are you sure?” Kayla said. “And you wouldn’t have tried to tell me not to go?”

“I—” Abby’s brown eyes flicked away. “Okay, yeah, true. But that’s just because your father... Kay, he’s gone.”

Kayla slipped her hands out of Abby’s and leaned into her seat again, staring out the window at the police station. The door swung open and Rebekka emerged, shielding her face against the setting sun with her hand.

She sat in the driver’s seat with a huff, started the engine, and turned on the AC without a look at either Abby or Kayla. As she shifted the car into drive, she said, “I called your mother again, Kayla, and she’s coming straight home.” Her voice was strained and distant. She pulled away from the police station, toward the interstate.

Then she turned on the radio.

No one spoke for the longest time. When Kayla was sure that Abby was focused enough on the road outside, she unzipped her backpack and glanced inside.

It was still there. Her father’s watch. A crack split the glass, but otherwise it was intact, ticking away the minutes.

If it hadn’t been for those gleaming eyes, Kayla would have never looked that way and she would have missed the watch in the underbrush. The glint of gold had caught her gaze, and she’d lunged for it seconds before the officer had stopped her.

She looked at the watch now, the leather weathered from years lying in the dirt. She took it into her hands and turned it over, running a thumb over the inscription.

For my son.

It was, without a doubt, her father’s, given to him by Kayla’s grandpa many years ago. And whatever had happened to it, it hadn’t burned in the wreckage’s fire that had presumably killed her father.

Kayla put the watch on her wrist and then tugged the sleeve of her sweater over it. With tears in her eyes, she stared out of the window, listening to the steady rhythm of the road under their wheels.

One day soon, she’d find him.
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“What were you thinking? Kayla, do you have any idea how worried I was? Something could have happened to you. Someone could have hurt you!” Her mother sat on the sofa beside her, sniffling. She was still wearing her hospital scrubs, her brown hair pulled back into a neat knot.

Kayla ignored her. She fixed her gaze on the hallway, her eyes burning with tears. From where she was sitting, the hallway was perfectly visible. Most of the space was taken up by a tall wooden wardrobe where they kept all their winter coats. And on top of that wardrobe was a cardboard box with a name scribbled on it in fading black: Alasdair. 

One tiny, miserable box filled with some old documents, a few books, and one photo album. All that was left of Kayla’s father. Stored away, to be forgotten.

Kayla closed one hand around her wrist of the other, feeling the watch underneath her sweater. Jaw clenched, she faced her mother, who returned her gaze with teary eyes.

“Dad is not gone,” Kayla whispered, her voice shaking with the memory of all the arguments they’d had about this. “He’s alive.”

“Honey...” Her mother placed a soft hand on Kayla’s. “Is that why you went there?”

“I had to see it...” Her hand felt small and cold underneath her mother’s. She thought back to when she was little and her mother had taken her by the hand as they strolled through the woods. How it made Kayla walk with a skip in her step, hopping over protruding roots and rocks, never scared to fall down. And even if she did, her mother would always be there to catch her.

Kayla withdrew her hand. “Dad always told me about the Fair Folk...”

Her mother beside her stiffened, and when she spoke, her voice carried a faint tremor. “Those are just made-up stories,” she said. “It’s nothing but a superstition of his people.”

“You act like being Scottish is a curse. What if the stories were true? What if—?”

“Those were fairytales, Kayla. None of it was true.”

Kayla could hear the anger simmering beneath her mother’s composure. Her hands were in her lap, grabbing the hem of her white coat.

“Dad believed in them,” Kayla said.

“And I don’t.” Her mother pushed back a lock of hair that had escaped her neat bun. “They do not exist and they did not take him. He is gone. And no one was responsible for his death. Except that stupid blizzard and that stupid old car.”

“But—”

Her mother lifted her head, revealing blotchy cheeks and tears trailing down her face. “Honey, please, you have to let him go. You’re only hurting yourself if... if you keep pretending he’s alive.”

“I’m not pretending!” Kayla leaped to her feet, her arms trembling at her side. “I know what I saw the night he vanished. It was a sign. He’s out there somewhere.” 

“We went to his funeral...” 

“There wasn’t even a body!” 

“Because there wasn’t one left!” Fresh tears welled up in her mother’s eyes, and she pressed a hand to her mouth, failing to stifle a sob. “I’ve tried to accept that he’s gone, a-and so has Theo...”

“He never even knew him.” Kayla clenched her hands into fists, her nails digging into her palms. “Theo deserves to know his father, but—” Her voice broke off, and she forced back the tears. “But you act as if Dad never existed at all!”

“Kayla... honey... you can’t hold on to a ghost,” her mother said, reaching out a hand again. “Please, I want us to be happy again, as a family.”

Kayla glowered down at her mother, her cheeks and neck boiling. “He is not a ghost.” She pulled up the sleeve of her sweater and thrust her wrist toward her mother. “If there wasn’t a body left, how did his watch end up on the side of the road, huh?”

Her mother’s eyes grew wide, her face as pale as her scrubs. She rose to her feet and reached out a tentative hand. “Kayla... don’t go looking for your father, please,” she said, her voice cracking. “It’s—it’s not safe. And you shouldn’t be wearing his watch.” She took another step toward Kayla.

“I’m not taking it off. Ever.” And she would never stop looking for her father either.

Kayla turned and ran to her room before her mother could see the tears streaming down her face. 
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DECEITFUL MOONLIGHT
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The scent of burning wood hung in the air, mixing with sweet buttercups and damp grass. The flames of a bonfire flickered high, brightening parts of the woods. Faeries were dancing around it, singing and clapping along to a tune that sounded from everywhere. The whole clearing amid the trees of the Whispering Woods was filled with laughter that drove away the shadows.

Although Rhydian hadn’t wanted her to come, Kayla had followed him from the Citadel to the outskirts of the Whispering Woods. Once there, Rhydian left Kayla and went to make out with Maeve. Kayla weaved through the crowd and was soon handed a drink by a handsome faerie boy. She accepted it and took a generous sip. No need to stay away from faerie drinks anymore. She was bound to this court anyway, in more ways than she had known. 

The revel was apparently for the younger faeries. Kayla spotted Nooa in the crowd, playing a flute and stomping his feet in the dirt. Rhydian and Maeve stuck to each other like two strips of duct tape. And further back, Fay was laughing with Oilibhéar over a drink. 

Kayla downed her own drink. Another faerie boy, with spiked blue hair and sharp, high cheekbones, offered her his hand. “Would you care for a dance?” he asked. 

“Actually, yes.” Kayla tossed her empty cup to the ground and let the mysterious faerie boy lead her into the crowd, whirling and spinning. 

Her feet moved to the music as if they’d never done anything else, and her cheeks flushed. She sang along to the music, loud enough for everyone to hear. It didn’t matter; none of it did. Somehow, she ended up dancing with a girl whose dress was far too short and whose hands were all over Kayla’s body.

Kayla gazed around, at those beautiful creatures with fair faces and pointed ears. Apart from the occasional horned head, green hair, or dark skin, most faeries weren’t that different from her. But she knew now that actually she wasn’t that different from them.

As she watched a girl sway past her, Kayla thought of Dahlia’s words. Just because there are two courts of faeries doesn’t mean one of them is benevolent and the other isn’t. But she couldn’t see any evil in them. She had seen evil in the trickster faeries, though... 

Kayla’s mind latched onto another string of words Dahlia had said. If the queen finds out I told you... Wasn’t it Ophira’s intention to help Kayla find her father? But Dahlia hadn’t found her dad. Instead, she had revealed something else, something that the queen wasn’t supposed to know.

Kayla shook her head to force out her confusing thoughts. She drank more faerie wine, ate some mushrooms and nuts, and danced. Her head was light, but not as light as her body, and her feet never ached. As the moon climbed higher into the sky, Kayla never stopped moving, until it was no longer the girl with the short dress dancing with her—it was Fay.

“What’re you doin’?” Kayla said, slurring her words.

Fay’s hand settled low on Kayla’s hip, warm through the gossamer fabric of her dress. She closed her other hand around Kayla’s wrist. “Taking you home.”

A choked giggle escaped Kayla’s throat. “Home? Where even is that?” She staggered forward a step, bumping into Fay.

“Maybe a walk for some fresh air would be the better option.” 

And before Kayla could even protest, they had turned their backs on the revel and were walking further into the woods. The thick trees swallowed the music and laughter, and the moon cast an eerie glow through the canopy of leaves.

“But the Whishpering Wuuds are dansherous.” Kayla’s tongue wasn’t working the way she wanted it to, and she couldn’t control her own laughter.

“Not where we’re going,” Fay said.

Somewhere close by a twig snapped, and Kayla turned her head toward the source. She saw two figures leaning against a tree, partially hidden in the shadow of another, but it was still obvious they were kissing. One of the figures moved his head down to the other person’s neck and even in the dim light Kayla recognized Nooa’s dark hair and iron-gray eyes; they widened in shock.

“What is it?” the other person asked, drawing away from Nooa and following his gaze. All the color drained from Oilibhéar’s face.

“Don’t mind us,” Kayla called. Fay turned back around too. When she saw her friend standing inches away from Oilibhéar, with disheveled hair and dilated pupils, her jaw dropped for a moment.

But she regained her composure at once. “She’s right,” she said. “Don’t mind us. We won’t tell.” With a wink at an astounded Nooa and an embarrassed Oilibhéar, she tugged at Kayla’s hand. “Now, time to sober up!”

The trees widened into a field of flowers, rimmed by all kinds of shrubs and bushes. Water was cascading down a ledge, splashing into a pond that glimmered silver in the moonlight. Slick moss clung to the stone and colorful mushrooms popped out of cracks in the hard surface.

“Did y’know ‘bout N—” Kayla hiccoughed, and her stomach churned. “Oh god, no.” She pressed a hand to her mouth and sank onto the damp grass. Its coolness was soothing against her bare arms and legs.

Apart from birds chirping in the distance, the entire world was quiet. The exact opposite of the turmoil raging inside Kayla. Every thought moved too fast for her to get a hold on them. It was as if watching a movie that was sped up and where the music was way too loud. And her stomach ached. She lay down on her back, squeezing her eyes shut.

And then it was just her and spinning earth. She didn’t know where Fay had gone. She didn’t even know if they were still in the same universe. Kayla had left her own body, floating above herself lying in the grass. The worst part was she didn’t even care. The honeysuckle wine had drawn all sense of reason from her and had taken all her worries with it.

“Kayla? Kayla!”

Had she drifted off to sleep? There was no way of telling, because suddenly there was no difference between sleeping and being alive. Kayla could’ve even died and not felt anything, but she was still breathing.

She flung her eyes open and found Fay leaning over her with a culm of grass clasped in her hand. A single droplet clung to its tip, glinting in the moonlight.

“You need to drink this,” Fay told her.

Kayla’s eyes flicked from Fay to the moon in the sky and back to Fay again. Maybe it was the dim light or the alcohol, but Fay looked different, more unearthly than she ever had. Her skin shimmered with a golden glow underneath.

The culm hovered over Kayla’s mouth, but the drop didn’t fall. Not wanting to take any more risks, Kayla responded through gritted teeth, “I think I had ‘nuff for the night.” 

“It’ll make you feel better.”

Her stomach twisted in pain, and Kayla couldn’t hold back a chuckle. “That’s just a drop of dew.”

The world might have stopped moving, but Fay hadn’t. Sense told Kayla that she was still leaning over her, with the culm in her hand, but that wasn’t the way she saw it. It was just her face, her beautiful face marked with worry, hovering in the air.

The tips of her gold ringlets grazed her collarbone. Her eyes, dark and green and eerie like the forest, stared down at Kayla, and her pink lips were parted and—

Kayla reached up a hand, placed it in the nape of Fay’s neck, and pulled her down. Their mouths collided, hard at first. Fay strained against Kayla’s firm hold, but her lips didn’t leave Kayla’s, and then they were kissing, really kissing.

A sharp, tingling sensation started from Kayla’s lips down her body, engulfing every single nerve, and her heart pounded faster than it ever had. Kayla feared it might jump right out of her chest.

But it didn’t. Because Fay’s body was now on hers, warm and comforting, and holding all the pieces together, and Fay’s hand was in Kayla’s hair. Fay was propped up on her other arm and Kayla felt her tremble as their tongues brushed.

While the universe had no longer existed minutes ago, it was now filled with only one thing: Fay. The taste of her lips. Her damp grass scent that blended with the woods. Soft, cool skin under Kayla’s fingertips.

Kayla wanted to open her eyes, to find out if this was just a dream, but she was afraid it was. She pressed her lips harder on Fay’s, desperate to stay like this for as long as possible.

But Fay pulled away, and her lips were replaced by something cold and wet. The dewdrop trickled into Kayla’s mouth before she could comprehend what was happening. It tasted how Kayla imagined a rainbow would, sweet and clear.

Kayla leaped to her feet, sending Fay into retreat. The feeling of betrayal was bitter in her mouth. “What the—? Did you just kiss me? To trick me?”

“You kissed me.” Fay tugged a lock behind her ear, revealing flushed cheeks. “Besides, you’re already much better.”

I’m not, Kayla wanted to yell, but the moment she thought those words, she realized her head was no longer clouded by the alcohol. It was as if the daze caused by the drink had... evaporated and the memory of it was all that remained. With it gone, Kayla’s head began playing the images she’d tried to keep out.

Kayla swiveled, gazing into the murky void of the trees. Her birth mother had been running through a forest, much like this one, with thick-branched trees, evergreen bushes, and the silvery light of a crescent moon. But it couldn’t have been the same forest, because this one also had magic that made colorful mushrooms sprout from stone and palm-sized fireflies light up the night.

“Something happened at Dahlia’s, didn’t it?” Fay whispered.

Kayla tensed when she heard Fay coming closer. “It was nothing,” she said.

“What you did back there didn’t seem like nothing.”

Kayla spun around and forced a lopsided smile onto her face. “Can’t a faerie enjoy herself at a revel? Because that’s what faeries do, isn’t it?”

Fay wrinkled her brow. “What are you talking about?”

“I’ve been lied to my entire life.” Kayla’s voice cracked. She paced a few steps and then paused again. “Because my parents aren’t my parents. I was given to them by faeries. Faeries! Guess I am one of you now.” She scoffed. “No need to play any more tricks on me or try to enchant the stupid human, because I’m one of you! Because I’m fucking adopted!” She screamed the last word so loud that it echoed through the woods, but she didn’t care who heard it. She wished her mother could.

“Kayla...” Fay reached out a hand.

“No, please, stay away!” Kayla took a step back, tears springing to her eyes. “You’ve just made this all much worse.”

“I didn’t mean to...” Fay’s shoulders dropped. “Kayla, let me be there for you. Please.” She took a step toward Kayla, and another, until she was close enough to pull Kayla into a hug.

Kayla let her. She collapsed against Fay’s shoulder, burying her face at her collarbone, and cried. A sadness she hadn’t known before overwhelmed her, and she wept for the parents she never knew and would never meet. She wept for her missing father too.

Fingers smoothed out her hair, and she felt soft lips brush the top of her head. Fay let Kayla lean onto her, waiting for her to calm down. Fay didn’t talk, and she didn’t force Kayla to say anything either; in that moment, Kayla knew she didn’t want to be anywhere else.

When the tears had dried on her cheeks, Kayla pulled away from the embrace but kept one hand on Fay’s waist. “Thank you.”

Fay brushed a lock from Kayla’s cheek. “If you really are a faerie,” she said, “then you’re the worst one ever.”

And despite of it all, Kayla smiled. It was brief and didn’t reach her heart, but it was a moment’s distraction she needed.

Fay wiped a tear from Kayla’s cheek with her thumb. “It answers some questions, though.”

“How so?” 

“For one, it explains why you can see through Glamors,” Fay said. “Or why our food has no effect on you. But this also means...” Her gaze dropped, and she paled. “Kayla, your watch! It’s hurting you, isn’t it?”

“It’s nothing,” Kayla said, which was a lie that stung her tongue, and she coughed.

“You should take it off.”

Kayla drew her hand back, protecting it with the other one. “No, I can’t. It’s all I’ve got left of my dad...” Her adoptive human father. It still sounded strange and utterly wrong. 

“I’m not asking you to get rid of it,” Fay said. “But if you keep wearing it on your skin... it’ll hurt a lot more than it does now.”

“I know.” Kayla gritted her teeth, forcing back the tears. “But it’s too soon.”

Fay nodded, but the worry didn’t leave her face. She cast a glance back over her shoulder. The faintest sound of music and laughter floated toward them. Fay turned back to Kayla. “Why did your parents leave you in the mortal world?”

Kayla exhaled. “They were fleeing.”

“From Titania?”

“Probably.” Kayla shifted on her leg.

“Then they must’ve known her,” Fay said. “I wonder how... no one’s seen Titania ever since the battle.”

“Well, no one you know.”

“That’s true.” Fay fell silent again, gazing off into the distance for a while. Then she looked back at Kayla. “Where are your parents now?” 

Kayla swallowed. Fresh tears were welling up in her eyes. “I don’t know, okay? Maybe they’re dead...”

Pain flashed across Fay’s face. “I should not have asked you this,” she said. “You are in distress and overwhelmed.”

“I’ve never been so confused in my entire life,” Kayla said. She laughed a little as she rubbed fresh tears from her cheek. “I can’t believe this is true... I mean, my dad must have known and he never told me? God, probably no one told my brother, either.” She clenched her jaw, her cheeks turning hot. “And my mother! She tried so hard to keep me away from the faeries, so I couldn’t find out she lied to me.”

Fay wrapped Kayla into another hug. “Maybe that was their way of trying to keep you safe.” Her hand was traveling up and down Kayla’s back in circular strokes. “Do you still wish to find your adoptive father?”

“Of course, yes. He’s my dad... and I-I need to know... what happened...”

Kayla was crying again, but the tears were silent. They stood without talking for a while and Kayla listened to the sound of birds in the trees and Fay’s breath in her hair. Then they untangled a little, but only so much that they could look into each other’s eyes.

There was that freckle in Fay’s iris again.

The tips of their noses touched, and Fay brushed her lips against Kayla’s for the briefest of moments. And then again and again, until Kayla pressed her lips hard onto Fay’s mouth. 

Fay gasped, but she didn’t stop kissing back. Kayla rose to her tiptoes and buried her fingers in Fay’s wild locks. Fay wrapped her arms around Kayla’s waist, pulling her closer, and her hands were trailing Kayla’s body, her touch burning hot. 

Kayla wished it would never end.

But she stopped kissing Fay just long enough to murmur, “You’re the only person I can still trust.”

Fay stiffened and pulled back a little. Kayla untangled her hand from Fay’s curls, and as she lowered it, she brushed over Fay’s shoulder blade, feeling hard, scarred skin underneath the thin dress. 

They broke apart. 

In the dark night, Fay’s face looked like marble, cold and impenetrable. But her eyes told an entirely different story and in them Kayla saw raw pain. She saw Fay’s entire world shatter into a million pieces.

Dread curdled in the pit of Kayla’s stomach. She stepped back, staring at Fay. “What’s wrong?”
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Fay couldn’t bear to look at Kayla. They were standing a few feet apart, not as close as they had been a few seconds ago. Fay’s eyes were burning with tears, and she kept her gaze locked on a tree behind Kayla.

“Who hurt you?” Kayla asked, and Fay flinched.

She remembered Ophira asking the same question. Back then, she’d held it all inside of her.

Fay glanced at Kayla. Her skin was awash with pale moonlight and her long, black hair tumbled down her shoulders in waves. A few leaves still stuck to it, but it didn’t matter; Kayla was the most beautiful person in this world and any others. Her deep blue eyes—which Fay now noticed were tinged with purple—rested on Fay with a warmth that she did not deserve. 

If she’d been less occupied with her own guilt, she would have noticed the small changes in Kayla, the way her ears slightly tapered now, and how she moved with the grace of a faerie.

It was her fault Kayla had to endure all this pain. 

At last, the wall Fay had built years ago, the one keeping all the memories locked up, cracked. The words spilled from her mouth. “My father...”

“Your...” Kayla’s eyes widened, and Fay knew she hadn’t wondered about him before. “You mean, the king?”

“No.” A few tears trickled down Fay’s cheeks and she let them. She had no strength left to keep them back. “He’s... not from here.”

“What do you mean? Where is he?”

“He’s... gone.”

“Oh, Fay...” Kayla’s feet made no sound as she took a step forward. 

Fay flung up her arms. “Don’t. Please.” Her chest tightened with the pain of a language that used to be hers. “I do not deserve your sympathy.” For a moment, her tears ceased as heat flushed through her body. “I failed you.”

“Why would you say that?” 

Kayla’s voice was oddly calm, but Fay saw her shiver. Something deep down told her to go to Kayla, to wrap her into her arms and to hold her close. To protect her from any harm. 

And another voice told her she was the one causing Kayla pain.

The heat inside of her swelled, crushing her lungs. Then the words were pouring from her mouth, like water crashing through a dam.

“I am not who you think. They call me the Seelie Princess, but I am not it. I am a fraud.” She allowed herself one glance at Kayla, who watched her with a frown. Fay swallowed and kept going before she lost the courage to do so.

“I told you once that a person can have more than one name. Here, they call me Fay. They treat me as the Seelie Princess. As Ophira’s daughter. But it has not always been like that. My mother called me Aoife...”

“Your mother—?” Kayla began, but Fay continued without a pause.

“She was the younger sister of Queen Eyela, Ophira’s mother,” she said. “And when my mother fell in love with a human, she went to live with him in the mortal world. They had me and I grew up in Chicago.” Her eyes were now brimming with tears, her vision blurred. “But most faeries cannot bear living in the mortal world for too long, and my mother died. I came to Tír na nÓg, where the queen took me in as part of her family.”

She paused, waiting for Kayla to say something, anything. Kayla stood still, her face a gloomy mask.

“At first I was the new faerie, a relative of the Royal Family who had returned to the court,” Fay said, her voice trembling. It was as if listening to a stranger. “But when the rumors of the Unseelies’ return arose, everyone grew restless. They feared Titania would try to take the crown from Ophira, like she tried all those years ago when she killed their father. If she killed Ophira too, then there would be no one left who could bear the crown.”

She sucked in a deep breath and folded her arms to her chest. “Anyone can wear the crown, but not all can bear it. Only the descendants of the first king are worthy of the crown, and if someone who lacks Royal Blood wears it, they will go mad. If Titania truly changed, she cannot have the crown, ever. It would destroy her and she would take the kingdom down with her. Ophira needed an heir, and since I am related...”

Fay sniffled and rubbed a few tears from her face. She noticed Kayla had retreated a few steps and was refusing to look at Fay, instead staring at a spot on the ground.

“They wanted to cast a spell on me,” Fay said, more tears trickling down her cheeks, “that could transform my blood into Royal Blood. But that spell... It would have changed everything. History would have been re-written. If I became the Seelie Princess, I would have had to leave my old life behind, forget all about it, forget where I have come from, my mother...”

Fay’s throat constricted, threatening to force back all thoughts and feelings once more. But she couldn’t keep going like this. She needed to tell her.

“I am telling you all this so you understand why I had to do it. I wanted to tell you the truth so many times, but... but there was too much at stake for me. I could not abandon the memories of my mother just like that. I couldn’t—” 

“What did you do?” Kayla’s voice echoed through the empty clearing. 

Fay shrank back. The hurt in Kayla’s voice sent a burning hot pain through her chest. “I... I didn’t...”

“Tell me what you did!” Kayla cried.

Fay’s eyes filled with fresh tears. “It was no coincidence that we met that night.” Though Fay was finally telling the truth, the words still stung her like they were a lie. “Ophira had a vision, through that stone in her crown, of a girl who would unite the Seelies with the Unseelies. She told me that if I found that girl and brought her to the court, we might make peace with the Unseelies again. And then I wouldn’t have to become the Seelie Princess. I wouldn’t have to give up my memories. So I went to Chicago... and when I brought you here, we saw that the acorn you were carrying was sent by Unseelies, and we thought perhaps—”

“You knew all along,” Kayla said, her voice trembling, “that the Unseelies have my dad?” The reproach and hatred in Kayla’s voice froze Fay from the inside and all she could do was nod.

Within the blink of an eye, Kayla was as close as when they had kissed, and she slapped Fay across the cheek.

“You lied to me!” Kayla roared, blinking back tears. “All this time, promising me you were on my side, telling me that faeries couldn’t lie and I could trust you. It was all just a game to you!” She turned to leave and Fay reached for her, hesitating.

“No, Kayla, please. It’s true that faeries can’t lie. But... I’m not any faerie. I’m human too, and... I should never have lied to you!”

Kayla spun back around. “And I should have never trusted you.” She gave Fay’s shoulder a good shove, and Fay staggered back, stumbled over a root, and fell to the ground.

Jagged roots cut through Fay’s dress and skin. She swore, scrambling back to her feet. “Kayla... We are still looking for your father. I never lied about that. And I never meant to keep the truth about why I brought you here, but Ophira—”

“I don’t care about Ophira,” Kayla hissed. “You chose this.” Her eyes were so dark they were pinpoints in her pale face, shooting daggers at Fay. “Stay away from me.” She took off running, a blur of black hair as the trees swallowed her up.

Fay sank to the ground. She sobbed and wept in a way she hadn’t done since her mother had died. All the guilt came crashing down on her, heavy on her heart and lungs. She drew in ragged breaths between sobs, but the feeling of suffocation persisted.

She deserved this.

She deserved to never hold Kayla again, to never kiss her again. She deserved to feel miserable.

As Fay let all the pain wash over her, she thought of her mother and what she would say to her. Would she be disappointed in Fay for lying, for deceiving someone like this? 

Then she remembered the day her mother had told her she was a faerie.

“I wish I could have told you sooner,” her mother had said, pressing Fay close to her side. “A part of me did not want you to know, because being a faerie is not always easy. But your father... he made me tell the truth, you know. That is what I like about him. He believes in honesty and that all people are good at their core. Humans, they can lie but often choose not to. Faeries always try to find a way around the truth. But you are half-human, my little Aoife, and you should never forget that part of you. Never forget that you have a choice.”

But she had forgotten. She’d been so desperate to please Ophira, to be loyal to her queen. From the moment she’d set foot in the Seelie Court, the burden of protecting a whole kingdom had weighed her down. And she’d tried so hard to do good for her people and to preserve her mother’s legacy. In the process of it, she’d abandoned everything that made her human.

She hadn’t noticed that until she fell for a faerie girl who had been human all her life. 
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LEAD ME ASTRAY
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Kayla burst into her room, her heart thundering in her chest. She grabbed the wooden box from her nightstand and hesitated. Where should she put it? It was too bulky to fit into the tiny bag Abby had given her that night they went out. But she couldn’t leave it here. It was all she had left of her birth parents.

She took out the letter and the necklace and stuffed both in her pouch. Her phone and the acorn were still in there too. What else?

It was no coincidence that we met that night.

Hands shaking, she pulled out the drawer at her vanity table and reached for her dagger, Cosaín. The hilt sent an icy jolt through her body. She shrugged off the thought of Fay carving into the wood with care and crammed the knife into the pouch as well.

Ophira had a vision, through that stone in her crown, of a girl who would unite the Seelies with the Unseelies.

After slinging the pouch over her shoulder, Kayla stormed from the room without looking back and dashed down the hall. The first hint of a new dawn trickled in through the floor-to-ceiling windows, driving away the shadows of the night.

We are still looking for your father. I never lied about that.

All this time, Kayla had thought she was Ophira’s guest, but you didn’t force guests to stay put, to do whatever you told them. Kayla wasn’t a guest; she was a prisoner. The sooner she left, the better. She turned a corner and—

“What are you doing?”

Kayla stopped dead. Deirdre was running down the corridor, her rose-blond hair coming loose from the knot piled on top of her head. Before Kayla could even think about moving, Deirdre grabbed her hands and pulled her into an alcove.

“Talk to me,” Deirdre said in a low voice. Her face was inches from Kayla’s and her brow wrinkled in concern.

Beads of sweat trailed down Kayla’s spine. “I’m leaving.”

Deirdre’s eyes widened. She stepped back, dropping her hand from Kayla. “The queen does not want you to leave.”

“She made that more than obvious,” Kayla said. “But I don’t want to stay here anymore.” 

Jaw clenched, Kayla stared into Deirdre’s eyes. She’d never noticed that Deirdre’s irises were the color of liquid brass. There was a small scar just underneath Deirdre’s left eye.

“I cannot disobey my orders,” Deirdre said. She didn’t sound entirely convinced of her own words.

“It isn’t safe for me here.”

“What are you talking about? The queen promised to protect and help you.”

“That’s what she wants you to believe.” A shiver crawled up Kayla’s body, from the toes to her fingers. Kayla glanced past Deirdre, down the corridor. It was empty. For now.

Kayla’s panic must have shown on her face, because the expression on Deirdre’s face softened.

“And you are sure about this?” she asked.

“Yes.”

Deirdre frowned and then pulled Kayla into an unexpected hug. When she let go again, her eyes glistened with tears. “Someone is coming. Take care.”

And within the blink of an eye, Deirdre was gone, hurrying down the corridor. Kayla heard her call out to the newcomers. It was her cue to go. Keeping low, she sprinted down the stairs, out into the gardens, and stumbled down the trodden path to the tall oak tree.

When she heard footsteps coming closer, she pressed against its trunk, hiding in its shadow. The footsteps drew nearer, and Kayla inched around the trunk, until she caught a glimpse of the approaching figure.

For a second, Kayla’s heart skipped into her throat, and she was pinned against the tree as she watched Ophira stride through the garden. The queen didn’t look her way. She stopped before a slab of dark stone and rested one hand on it.

Kayla couldn’t see what was written on the stone, but it reminded her a lot of her dad’s gravestone.

“Father,” Ophira said, her quiet voice only a whisper. “I miss you more with every day that passes. Your kingdom needs you. I need you...” She lowered onto her knees, her head bowed.

Kayla scanned the garden, but there was no one else there. Not even Fionn had followed Ophira. If Kayla wanted to confront the queen, now would be the perfect opportunity. But what would she even say? And how could she know that Ophira was telling the whole truth?

Hands searching the hard bark, Kayla came around the tree again. She tried to remember the spot Fay had touched, somewhere below the lowest branch, and sighed with relief when she felt the rough indentation. With sweaty hands, she took the stolen Triskelion from her pocket and pushed it in. The Faery Path opened with a satisfying creak.

She glanced back over her shoulder. Ophira was still crouched at the gravestone, and the court beyond her lay in deep slumber. As Kayla turned back around, a feeble ray of sunlight sparked off her dad’s watch. The hands showed that it was shortly before noon, but that hadn’t changed in days.

Kayla moved forward and the door to the Faery Path sealed her away.
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“What do you mean she is gone?”

“Shh, keep your voice down,” Fay told Nooa. She glanced around the clearing. The fire had died to glowing embers. Faeries sat close to it, huddled together for warmth as they watched the sun rise, inch by inch.

Nooa leaned in closer to Fay. “What is going on?”

“We... had an argument.” Her cheek was still burning with the memory of Kayla slapping her.

“Fay, tell me the truth.” 

This time, she didn’t even hesitate, because she no longer wanted to lie. She told him about everything that had happened in the woods, except their kiss. That was something she tried not to think about now.

“Kayla left after that,” she concluded. “I thought she just wanted to be alone for a while, so I didn’t follow her. But... my Triskelion’s gone.”

She should have noticed when Kayla took it, but she hadn’t been paying attention. The look on Kayla’s face before she shoved Fay to the ground was all she could focus on. It was nothing more than the fraction of a second, but in that limited time Fay realized how badly she’d messed up. Kayla had finally trusted the Seelies. She had trusted Fay...

“What’s going on here?” Maeve asked as strolled toward them. Her green hair was loose and ruffled, her cheeks flushed. A few feet behind her Fay spotted Rhydian, a smirk plastered on his face.

“Kayla is gone,” Nooa said. 

Maeve moaned. “Not this again! If she was stupid enough to run off a second time, she deserves to get eaten by a Dryad.”

Nooa glowered at her. “You cannot be serious.”

“Well, it’s the truth,” she said with a shrug.

“Don’t worry,” Fay said. “I’m going alone anyway.” She turned to leave, but Maeve grabbed her arm.

“Hold on. You haven’t told Ophira about this, have you?”

Fay wrestled her arm free. “No, I haven’t. And I’m not planning on telling her. She never cared much about Kayla except to use her against Titania.” Which was one part of the truth. Fay couldn’t tell Ophira she’d broken her promise. Again.

“But you care about Kayla,” Maeve said, her eyes narrowing.

“It’s my fault she’s in this situation,” Fay said. “If something happens to her...” Tears threatened to fill her eyes once more, but she held them back, swallowing the pain. “I need to make sure she’s safe.”

Nooa took a step forward and placed a hand on Fay’s shoulder. “We will find her.” He looked to Maeve, who was rolling her eyes.

“You seriously want to go against the queen’s orders?”

“Who knows?” he said. “This might be the adventure of your dreams.”

Maeve growled. “Whatever. We’d better make a short stop at the armory then.” That thought seemed to light up her face.

They turned to leave.

“Fay, did something happen? Where are you going?” Isobel walked up to them, her eyes wide and alert. Her brother Rhydian was beside her.

“It’s nothing,” Fay said, lifting her gaze to the sky, which was streaked with the first pale blue of dawn. “The revel’s over, isn’t it?” 

Isobel raised an eyebrow. Fay locked eyes with her, hoping she could convey what was at stake without having to say it out loud. The last thing they needed was a loyal knight such as Rhydian knowing what they were about to do.

When Isobel smiled, Fay released the breath she was holding.

“Come on, brother,” Isobel said, taking Rhydian’s hand. “The sooner we get to the market, the fresher the honey plums will be.” She led him away from the group and he went with her, casting a doubtful glance back.

Fay, Maeve, and Nooa slipped from the clearing. The sky was fading from faint gold to pale blue, and the birds in the trees announced the new day with their chirps. People were slowly waking, traipsing from their huts and toward the market, but luckily the armory was empty this early in the morning.

Maeve dashed to the far wall, picking up a bow and quiver. “Just for the record, you asked me to go with you and I have to take this with me, you know, for self-defense.” 

“And how am I supposed to defend myself in the face of danger?” Nooa asked, one hand propped on his hip. He looked anything but ready for a fight, in his brown woolen shorts and his thin white shirt.

Fay’s green revel dress wasn’t perfect battle gear either.

“The way you always do,” Maeve said. “Scream like a baby and run.”

Fay was barely paying attention to their petty tiffs as she searched the armory for weapons. She had her dagger with her, fastened to her thigh in its sheath, but she needed to have a back-up plan. In case Kayla was charging into danger again.

Part of Fay hoped that Kayla would try to go back to Chicago, but she feared that Kayla was still determined to get her dad. And the only lead she had were the Unseelies.

While Fay searched for a sword, Maeve sidled up to her. “While we have a second,” Maeve said, “I want to tell you that I didn’t buy your lie. I know you never talked to Ophira about me.”

Fay’s hand stilled on the hilt of an unfinished blade. “Maeve, I—”

“It doesn’t matter.” Maeve shrugged and grabbed one of the finer swords off the table, running a hand along the blade. “I’d rather prove myself worthy than beg for recognition, anyway.” She bumped her shoulder against Fay’s. “Now, come on!” 

In the end, Fay picked a longsword she’d forged herself some time ago. They left the armory, each carrying a sword and Maeve holding a bow as well.

As the three of them swiftly made their way through the streets of the court, Fay sensed the faeries’ apprehension. They were bustling about, talking in hushed tones, and throwing them looks as they passed. As though they knew something had happened.

On most days, at least half a dozen guards were patrolling the gardens of the Citadel, but there were none this morning. Fay knew from the last council meeting that they were now scouring the woods and searching the streets every morning.

“Come quick.” Fay ushered the other two through the gardens, to the tree, and swore under her breath when they found a knight in armor standing in its shadow.

He stepped forward into the dying light of a hovering lantern.

“Oilibhéar.” Nooa sounded both alarmed and relieved to see him. “W-What are you doing here?”

Oilibhéar’s eyes swept Fay and Nooa before resting on his sister. “I should be the one asking.”

“Well, we don’t have someplace else to be. Now, do we?” Maeve snapped. “But you! There are Unseelies running around loose in this kingdom and you’re just here, doing nothing?”

Crossing his arms in front of his chest, Oilibhéar said, “Apparently, I am needed here to guard the entrance to the Faery Path so you cannot do anything stupid. Again.”

Fury welling up inside her, Fay took two steps forward and shoved Oilibhéar to the side. He probably only moved because he was caught off guard by her sudden reaction.

“A life is in danger while you two are chit-chatting!” Fay yelled, reaching for her Triskelion. She swore out loud.

Maeve pushed past her brother. “Here, use mine.” She held it out to Fay, but Oilibhéar reached out to grab it. Maeve pulled back, glaring at her brother. “You can either come or not. But—and I can’t believe I’m saying this—we’re going to save Kayla.”

She wedged herself between Fay and Oilibhéar and pressed her Triskelion into the bark of the tree. The vines slithered away.

“Your choice,” she said, and with a flick of her braided hair, she disappeared in the tree. A second later, a tiny green light popped up in its depth.

Fay followed her, adjusting the sword on her back. When she stopped to glance back at Nooa and Oilibhéar, who were talking in whispers, she noticed the distance Nooa kept between them.

They broke apart and walked toward the Faery Path. 

“It might be wise to have someone with you who actually knows what he is doing,” Oilibhéar said. His amber eyes met Fay’s, and they burned with the same fierceness as his sister’s. “After you, Princess Fay.”

The path closed behind them and they were finally moving.
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Kayla had to face the inevitable truth: she was lost.

Every bit of the Faery Path, every turn she took, looked exactly the same. When she’d entered the path, she’d been running as fast as her feet would carry her, but now she was just hurrying back and forth, twisting her head, eyes scanning the dark. For some reason, the Faery Light in her hand faded more and more with every step. If it extinguished soon, she’d be enveloped in complete darkness.

She picked up her pace and turned a corner. The pathway stretched on and on, melting with the all-consuming void. Panic flared up her chest. What if this was the direction she’d fled from? The surrounding silence grew unbearable as she raced down the path, hesitating when it branched off. Nothing more than darkness awaited her in both directions.

It was her own fault. She’d tried to memorize the way to Chicago during their many walks to Dahlia’s, but she had gotten lost. She must’ve taken a wrong turn at some point, because she’d let herself get distracted. Because she’d dwelled on Fay instead of paying attention...

A tiny flame of bright, blue light ignited in the distance. It expanded as it came closer, dancing mysteriously, and Kayla recognized it at once. And still she stepped toward it. 

The wild will-o’-the-wisp bounced up and down, its light flickering. Oblong shadows danced on the walls and Kayla wanted to join them for their party. The will-o’-the-wisp might lead her to the shadows...

Fay’s words of warning were ringing in her ears, but she ignored them. Maybe she had lied about that, too. Maybe the light wasn’t malevolent and instead of leading her off the path, it would guide her home. How much harm could such a tiny creature cause? Kayla kept her eyes steady on the enigmatic blue being.

Until she hit her toe on a root poking out of the ground and woke from her trance.

She blinked twice and then craned her neck. She was in a wide, circular space—a dead end. The will-o’-the-wisp had hovered over to the other side, swaying from right to left as if in triumph. Was it mocking her? 

Tears sprang to Kayla’s eyes as she collapsed to the ground and dug her nails into the damp dirt. She needed to touch something—to feel something—to convince herself she was still alive. She focused on her shallow breaths and the sound of her heartbeat in her ears.

Kayla lowered her gaze and gasped. Where her hands touched the ground, moss was spreading. At first, it was only a small patch between her fingers, but then it exploded in the direction she’d come from. She crawled on her knees to follow the trace. Once out of the cave, the moss shot up the walls and crept alongside it.

Kayla chased after it. When the moss slowed down, she touched a hand to the wall and it sped up again. It was difficult to keep track of it in the low light, as her lantern was now only a weak shimmer.

For the second of a heartbeat, Kayla wondered if the magical moss was about to mislead her too. She hoped not, because there was a connection she shared with it that hadn’t been there when she’d followed the will-o’-the-wisp.

And this time, her instinct proved her right. When a familiar block of packed earth came into sight, a burden the size of Chicago itself was lifted off Kayla’s chest.

She dashed forward. Only a few more steps and she’d be back home. Safe again. She would go to Abby and figure out from there how to break her bargain with the queen without drawing Ophira’s wrath on her. Then she would see her brother again and she could talk to her mom. She’d find a way to make her mother believe that her dad was still alive. They’d find him together.

Heart racing, Kayla ran her hands up and down the slap of packed earth until she found a narrow engraving. She pressed the Triskelion in and—

Nothing. With a curse, she tried it again and again. Then a voice forced its way into her mind, one she’d rather not hear. That bargain you made is strong magic. You would not even be able to come here if I had not brought you.

Kayla pounded her fists against the wall. She couldn’t fail now. She had to get back to her family, she had to—

Something hard hit her in the back, and Kayla went flying into the wall, face first. Hands like wires settled on her shoulders and yanked her around, flinging her against the wall again. The pain of the impact traveled through her backbones.

Hot breath grazed her cheeks. “Look who it is, Rhona.” 

Shock erupted inside Kayla as she recognized the scarred face that was inches from hers. The red-haired woman from the pier stood behind him, licking her lips as if she were the hunter and Kayla the prey.

“Look indeed,” she said, grinning. “But we must not hurt her, Ciarán. The queen wouldn’t be pleased if we did.”

The man loosened his grip on Kayla but kept her pinned against the wall. “We have someone you might want.”

Her dad. Kayla kicked out her legs and tossed her arms, in vain. “What have you done to him?”

“Nothing.” Ciarán’s mouth twisted upward. “Yet.” His arms were like steel on Kayla’s shoulder and his black armor shielded him from every harm she could cause him.

Kayla suppressed the urge to spit right in his face. “Where is he now?”

“With the queen,” Rhona said. “If you wish, we can lead you there.” In the twisted light of the lantern now lying on the ground, the Unseelie woman looked as deadly as she had on the pier.

Kayla remembered Fay and Ophira telling her how dangerous the Unseelies were. How she couldn’t go after them, because they didn’t have her father but only used him to lure her in. 

But they never cared if she found her dad in the first place.

“Take me to your queen.”
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Anger burst through Fay like a torch set to the forest when she saw the Unseelie knight shove Kayla against the wall. She was ready to pounce, weapon poised, but Oilibhéar pulled her back into the shadows. 

“You cannot approach them like this.” His gloved grip was tight on her shoulder, his other hand clutching the hilt of a Nori blade.

“I could shoot them,” Maeve said while fitting an arrow to her bow. Oilibhéar held her back too. 

Kayla and the two knights were now out of sight, but Fay heard muffled voices, which made her feel even more anxious. Her palms were sweaty on her sword. “Tell me one good reason why I shouldn’t go out there and stab them in the back,” she said, glaring at Oilibhéar. 

“Because,” he said, “the knights will not harm her. They came to take her to the queen.” 

“Well, that is a lot better,” Nooa said. He was crouching in a corner, eyes darting back and forth. “I am sure she just invited her for a quick chat and a cup of tea.”

Oilibhéar glanced down at Nooa, and again Fay noticed that spark of secret affection. But when he spoke again, his voice was plain. “I know you all worry about Kayla and as a guest of Queen Ophira, she is my responsibility too, but we are closer than ever to find the Unseelie Court’s location. Do you even understand what this means?”

“So you’re saying we should use Kayla as a bait?” Fay clenched her hand into a fist. Perhaps if she smacked Oilibhéar in the face hard enough, he would let her go. “Do you understand how dangerous that is for her?”

“We are all in danger,” he said. “If we take her now, the Unseelies will not stop coming after her. To learn the truth, we must follow them.”

An image flashed within Fay’s mind, the look of shock and betrayal on Kayla’s face. She knew it was only the tip of the iceberg. Kayla’s trust had been put to the test from the beginning, and Fay had ruined every bit of that trust when she crushed it under the weight of her lie.

“I don’t think—” Fay began.

“Save your breath. Fate’s already decided this one for you.” Maeve pointed a finger to one of the tunnels on the far end side. Kayla entered it, guarded on either side by the Unseelies. 

Nooa leaped up. “Are we really going to follow them?”

“It is the best chance we have to save not only Kayla but our court too,” Oilibhéar said. He sounded determined, but he didn’t move to follow, and instead he locked eyes with Fay, as if waiting for her approval.

“And put Kayla’s life at risk?” Fay said. No matter how much the idea repelled her, she couldn’t deny this might be the only way to find the Unseelies’ secret hiding. And by doing that, they might secure the Seelie Court’s future. Fay wouldn’t have to become the Seelie Princess and Kayla would no longer be the girl who united both courts.

“We’re only doing this under one condition,” Fay said, fixating her gaze on Oilibhéar. “As soon as we get a glimpse of the Unseelie Court’s approximate location, we attack. We cannot let Kayla enter the court. Because if she does, we will all have to face Titania.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




29


THE UNSEELIE COURT

[image: image]


[image: image]

––––––––
[image: image]


Blazing morning light blinded Kayla as soon as they stepped out of the Faery Path. She blinked to get the dancing spots out of her eyes, and when her vision cleared, she saw they were standing on the ledge of a mountain. Far below them was barren land, miles of rock, sand, and dust, and the only green spot was a patch of trees on the horizon.

“I bet that’s not the glorious Tír na nÓg you’re used to,” Ciarán scoffed, tightening his grip on Kayla’s arm and yanking her forward. They were walking toward an expanse of weathered stone that rose so high that Kayla couldn’t even make out the mountain’s peak. Their surroundings were eerily calm.

Until a low rumble shook the ground.

“What was that?” Kayla tried to twist her head back, but Ciarán forced her to keep walking.

“Nothing you should worry about,” he said. Then he stopped at the side of the mountain where a man in the same charcoal armor greeted them with a nod. The guard tapped the hilt of his sword to the rock and, with a grinding noise, a secret door slid open.

The tight grip on Kayla loosened, but there was no time to act; now Rhona pushed Kayla forward. “Don’t be shy.”

Kayla stumbled, cursing out loud.

A narrow tunnel led them into the mountain. It was dimly lit by the light of a lantern Rhona had picked up at the entrance. Other than the Faery Lights, this one was dark-blue and added a ghostly glow to the inside of the mountain.

It reminded Kayla too much of the treacherous will-o’-the-wisp.

As they climbed the rocky stairs, Kayla heard another low, distant rumble, as if something enormous dragged itself through the mountain. On the top of the stairs, the path split: on one side, another set of stairs led up into darkness; on the other, the tunnel opened onto a wide cave.  It was crowded with faeries, men and women alike, talking and laughing, and for a second Kayla mistook them for the faeries she knew. But looking closer, she could see they weren’t Seelies. Their eyes were bloodshot, their faces pale after years of living underground, and their hair was dull and dirty.

“Stop stalling.” Ciarán pushed her forward.

Halfway up the stairs, a faerie boy passed them. He wore a pair of ragged woolen pants and a loose shirt the color of a dank puddle. His brown eyes, freckled with amber, were huge in his sunken face, but when they settled on Kayla, he smiled a crooked smile, reminding her of Theo.

No one else passed them as they made their way further into the mountain. Kayla’s heart pounded so fast against her ribcage she feared it was audible. She didn’t want them to know she was afraid. She wanted them to know she would stop at nothing to save her father.

Once they’d reached the top of the stairs, Rhona pushed Kayla over one last step. She staggered into a vast cave filled with the tiniest bit of daylight spilling in through cracks in the rock. It illuminated the concrete floor all the way to the far end, where the jagged rock formed a throne. Blackthorn wound around it as if it had once been roses. The seat was empty, and someone lay unconscious in front of it.

Kayla realized in an instant it wasn’t her father. Her mind flooded with relief, but only until she recognized the huddled figure on the ground.

“Abby!”

She dashed forward before anyone could hold her back and sank to her knees, her hands running up and down Abby’s body. Her jeans and shirt were torn, her skin icy to the touch, and there was a deep bruise along her jawline. Kayla shook her gently, whispered her name over and over, but Abby didn’t respond. She was so pale and cold, her lips slightly blue. Kayla’s hands trembled where she had laid them on Abby’s.

“What have you done?” Kayla cried. She placed a hand on Abby’s cheek and leaned in. “I’m so sorry, Abs. So, so sorry.”

“She will be fine.”

The voice was silky and cold, like a bucket of ice water tipped down Kayla’s spine. Kayla could hear the shuffle of fabric and see the movement from the corner of her eyes, but she didn’t dare look up. Not until the queen had sat on her throne.

Shuddering, Kayla lifted her head. Clear blue eyes stared down at her from a pale face framed by sleek jet-black hair. A dark crown resembling two long horns rested on her head, and her hands were neatly folded in her lap, atop her deep-blue gown.

The Unseelie Queen pulled her lips into a grin.

“Welcome home, Keília.”
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Fay came out of the Faery Path first. Her eyes left Kayla and the two knights for a second to take in the changed scenery. They were still in Tír na nÓg, but nowhere near the land’s more pleasant parts.

“Do you have any idea where we are?” she asked as the other three stepped out into the broad daylight behind her. Nooa shielded his face with a hand and Maeve squinted against the sun.

“We are at the Giant’s Mound,” Oilibhéar said. “In the far north of Tír na nÓg. The only thing that lies beyond this point is Uffern. And trust me, no one has ever come back from there.” He inched along the rocky wall, peeking around a corner. Then he indicated for them to wait.

“Giant’s Mound, you said?” Nooa asked with a tremor in his voice. He was clutching the dagger Fay had given him so tightly that his knuckles turned white. “As in the story of Tegid Foel?”

“That would be the one.”

Fay sidled past Oilibhéar, her eyes again riveted on Kayla, who the knights ushered toward the side of the mountain. She drew her sword. “We need to attack now or—”

The ground trembled with a low rumble and Fay stumbled back, falling against a rock. Once the tremor had calmed, Fay regained her balance and realized Kayla and the Unseelies had nearly reached the entrance to the court.

“Oilibhéar! Now!” Fay didn’t wait for his response as she leaped out from her hiding spot, her hands tight on the hilt of a stolen Nori blade, and ran after Kayla. Her lips formed to shout the girl’s name, but the sound never left her throat. 

“Fay! Watch out!” Nooa called. 

Fay skidded to a halt as a hideous creature landed before her. It was six feet tall and grizzled, with a misshapen body and a bulbous nose. Black eyes glared at Fay from under its fur as it lifted a hand the size of a bear’s paw. There was barely enough time for Fay to direct her weapon at the beast.

An arrow hissed over Fay’s head and pierced the creature’s hand with a thud. The creature wailed and staggered back—a short respite in which Fay’s friends caught up to her.

“W-What is that?” she asked in between breaths. 

“A boggart,” Oilibhéar said. “Nasty little beasts. And they never come alone.”

As he drew his sword, two more boggarts crawled up on the precipice, dragging their enormous bodies toward the group. Maeve fired another arrow that hit home in the first boggart. It recoiled, slipped on a stone, and fell. Its moans grew quieter until they died completely.

The remaining two creatures spun at them with glaring eyes, uttering deep, angry growls. Maeve and Oilibhéar dashed forward, Oilibhéar wielding his blade, and Maeve releasing a series of arrows.

“Fay...” Nooa placed a hand on her shoulder. A strand of charcoal hair had fallen into his silver-gray eyes, which were wide with terror.

She shrugged his hand off. “Kayla is in there, Nooa. She’s in the court. The queen... We don’t know what she’ll do to her.” 

There was a sickening cry and Fay saw Oilibhéar pull a blood-sleeked sword out of a boggart’s flesh. The other boggart snapped the arrows that protruded from his body as if they were twigs and advanced on Maeve.

Fay kicked off her feet, hurtled through the air, and landed on the boggart’s back. Gripping the hilt of her sword tight, she brought the blade down in its neck before it could shake her off. Blood splattered Fay’s face, and the beast cried as it squirmed and writhed under her. She yanked hard at her weapon and fell off the boggart’s back, catching her fall in a roll. 

When she got back up, Oilibhéar was shoving his boggart over the cliff with one final kick. Then he ran over to Maeve and together they fended off the last boggart. All that was left of the beasts were their tormented cries followed by the quiet as they met their death on the ground.

With heaving breaths, Maeve dragged herself back to where Fay had fallen. Although her pants were ripped at her knees and a shallow cut ran along her upper arm, her lips twitched up into a faint smile. “Totally won this battle,” she said, trying none too hard to hide her excitement. 

“Yeah.”

The mountain trembled again, more ferociously this time, and Fay clasped Maeve’s arm for support.

“Looks like there’s more,” Maeve said. All of a sudden, the sun was swallowed by an enormous shadow, though the sky was clear.

At the sound of deafening footsteps, Fay and Maeve swiveled around and gasped as a giant climbed over the rocks, every pebble shivering under his enormous feet. His head was bald and hideous, with many bruises and cuts, and his body was like a human’s, but grotesquely pulled into a larger shape. He kept coming closer, little parts of rock breaking away under his massive limbs.

Tegid Foel jerked to a halt when a soft, sweet tune filled the air. His fat, ugly head tilted to the side, to where Nooa stood, playing on his flute. Eyes closed, Nooa let his fingers glide over the flute, producing the sweetest melody Fay had ever heard.

It was the song of the forest at the end of the night, on the brink of a new day, when chirping birds returned from their nests and dew trickled from the flowers and plants onto the damp grass. When the sun inched higher and higher over the horizon, but didn’t reach every corner of the forest yet, and everything was calm and peaceful.

The tune snapped like a broken record, and with a groan, the giant woke from his trance.

Oilibhéar surged forward. “Nooa!” he cried.

But it was too late.
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The cave was so silent that Kayla’s own breath was like thunder in her ears. She could sense the two knights, Rhona and Ciarán, behind her. Another knight had come in through the right, but Kayla barely saw him in the shadows.

Her gaze was focused on the Unseelie Queen. She’d called her Keília, pronounced it the way Amhrán had written it in her letter. Somehow, she knew.

“What have you done to her?” Kayla asked, a slight quiver in her voice. “She’s got nothing to do with this!”

Titania didn’t respond. As she rose from her throne, a pair of gossamer wings spread from her back. They were gray and laced with fine, spidery lines of the same shocking blue as her eyes. It startled Kayla how little the queen resembled her own sister. While Ophira was pure, fair-skinned, with hair like liquid gold, Titania was dark and terrifying. She had the destructive beauty that could burn down the world with a smile.

The Unseelie Queen strode up to Kayla and Abby. In the broken daylight creeping in through the cracks in the stone, the complexion of her skin looked as gray and dull as the inside of the mountain. “I have no intention of harming your little friend just yet,” she said. “But I will hurt her if you do not agree to stay with me.”

“Stay?!” Kayla’s voice cracked. She tried to shield Abby from the queen’s vicious glare with her own body. “I’m not staying with you. You’re a murderer!” While she spoke, her fingers searched Abby’s wrist for a pulse. It was still there, but faint.

Titania’s eyes were like tiny pinpricks on Kayla’s skin, crawling up and down her spine. 

“Murderer... what a harsh word, don’t you think?” Titania said, scrunching up her nose. “No, that word does not suit me. And once you have learned the truth, you will understand why I did all these things. The lives I took were mere sacrifices for a greater cause. But do not worry. I am here to teach you and protect you.”

Kayla’s throat tightened. The pounding of her heart was loud and frantic in her eardrums, and every nerve in her body itched to get up and punch Titania in the face. But she stayed at Abby’s side, glaring up at the queen. “Why did you bring Abby here? What is it that you want?”

“Your friend does not concern us just yet,” Titania said, her lips pulling into a crooked grin. “I believe you came for someone else?”

Kayla’s eyes narrowed on the queen. “Where is my father?” A tiny voice in her head echoed, which one? She amended, “Where’s Alasdair?”

Titania stopped in front of Kayla. Her face was indecipherable and her blue eyes as cold as solid ice. “I can show you,” she said.

With the flick of her hand, the surroundings changed. The walls of the cave vanished and were replaced by snow-covered streets and trees. The image wasn’t as clear as real life, nor was it as hazy as a dream. It felt close enough to touch, but it was somehow smudged at the edges. 

Kayla was still sitting on the ground, entirely alone now. The cold of the snow didn’t touch her. She was rooted to the spot, forced to watch as the scene unfolded in front of her. 
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Alasdair was in his car, fighting his way home through an awful blizzard. Palm-sized snowflakes whirled through the air, swallowing the headlights. Alasdair slowed down to walking speed, steering the car to the right.

Before he could reach the curb, his car died. He turned the key in the ignition, but the engine gave only a stutter and went silent again.

Cursing under his breath, Alasdair released the seatbelt and leaned over to the passenger seat to look for his phone. He froze as he saw wild moss creeping through a gap in the passenger window. It spread like a wildfire, covering the leather seats in an instant. 

Alasdair shrank back. With a bang, the windshield shattered inward, and he lifted his hands to cover his face. Through his fingers, he could see a vine shoot through the hole in the glass, whipping back and forth, whether on its own accord or moved by the roaring wind was hard to tell. It wound around Alasdair’s wrist, jerking hard.

He struggled against the tight grip as a second vine, thick as a branch, came darting in, closing around his other hand. And then there was another one around his neck. 

Moss and ivy kept seeping in through every crack and the hole in the windshield. Soon the vines had engulfed him and began dragging him out. He wriggled and writhed, screaming at the top of his lungs. The sound died in the thickness of the vines.

He fell face first into the snow. The wind tore at his hair as he tried to roll onto his back, but he was pinned to the ground. Then the vines fell away at once, slithering back into the ground.

Alasdair staggered to his feet. Before him loomed two figures, their dark hair powdered white with snow. The man was dressed in some sort of armor with a sword clasped in one hand and a blazing torch in another. Beside him stood a woman with flowing black hair and deep blue eyes. Wings fine like a bug’s spread from her shoulders. She was beautiful in the way a storming sea was: something to be admired from a safe distance.

She took a step forward, reached out a hand, and grazed Alasdair’s cheek with her long, cold fingers. “Say, are you the father of a beautiful little girl by the name of Keília?” Her voice was as icy as the blizzard.

He was shivering, his teeth chattering with the cold. “N-No.”

The woman cocked her head to the side. “Liar.” She slapped him hard across the face. “Speak the truth!”

“No,” he repeated. This time his voice didn’t waver.

Her perfectly round mouth pulled into a grin as she drew a small dagger and pressed it against his throat. “You stupid mortal. She is not yours to keep.”

Alasdair tried not to move. “You can’t have her. Ever.”

“Oh, but I will.” She leaned in closer, a sneer on her lips. “I do not mean to be cruel, so I will give you another chance. Tell me where your daughter is. Now!”

A vein pulsed at her temple, the thin blue line visible through her ivory skin. He could barely swallow with the weapon at his throat.

Then the pressure disappeared. The woman strode up to the car, took the torch from the man in passing, and tossed it through the window. Tongues of fire licked up the seats and down the side of the car.

“You will talk,” she said.

Alasdair drew in a breath and closed his eyes. His face was illuminated by the flames consuming his car, leaving behind nothing but a melted wreck.

The scene evaporated into thin air and then grew solid again. They were inside a cave, grim and dank. Alasdair slumped on the ground, his arms and legs in shackles. His hair, now much longer, was caked with dirt, only partially hiding the scratch marks on his face. His clothes hung loosely on his body.

Titania towered over him, something silver glinting in her hand. “I am asking you one last time. Where is she?” When no response came, she leaned in and sneered, “Either way, I will find her. You are only delaying the inevitable.”

Alasdair lifted his head an inch, moaning. “I’ll never tell you,” he said, his voice hoarse. His entire face was bloody with cuts. “I’d rather die protecting her.”

“As you wish.”

A flash of silver, the thud of a body collapsing.

“No, Dad!” Kayla cried. She struggled to inch closer, but the ground had a hold on her, grabbing her wrists and ankles. Tears streamed down her face and she cried for her dad, over and over, as he lay dying.

“Daddy!” 

A burst of hot energy shot up Kayla’s arms and legs and she tore away from the ground with a guttural cry. She collapsed beside her father and pulled him into her arms. Blood seeped from the cut in his throat, trailing down Kayla’s arms.

She hugged him tighter. “Dad, I’m so sorry... I tried to find you.” Underneath all the dirt and blood, he still smelled the way she remembered, like sandalwood and old books. She rocked him in her arms, like he had rocked her when she was little. “I’m sorry I’m too late, Dad. I’m sorry... Please, I love you.”

His hand reached for hers and she slid her small fingers into his, feeling the warmth drain from his body along with his life. He spoke, so quiet and broken that it came out in a whisper. But Kayla understood. He loved her too.

Somewhere in the distance, a woman screamed.
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The scene vanished, but the screaming continued. Kayla only realized that the voice was her own when her throat began to ache.

As her surroundings slid back into focus, she became aware of Abby’s presence again. Her friend’s hands in her own was the only anchor she had. It reminded her of days filled with less pain, of endless nights cuddling in bed and watching a movie, of walking through the city, of the last time they had held hands like this. On the L train that night when Kayla had left Chicago, to finally find her father.

But he was gone. There was no more finding him...

Her body was shaking uncontrollably. She forced her eyes shut, but no matter how hard she closed them, she couldn’t keep the image of her father out. Every cell inside her ached with a terrible pain and she felt as though she was being pulled apart by an immense force. 

Dad. Daddy, no... come back to me, please...

She tried to conjure up another image of him. One where he was smiling at her, one where he was still there...

Through the cloud of her pain, Kayla had blocked out everything else. But one voice carried through, slicing through her skin.

“One should not be too fond of humans,” Titania said. “Their lives are so... fragile.”

Kayla’s aching chest exploded with a fresh wave of pain and anger. She jerked her head up to glare at Titania, who perched on her throne. The way she watched Kayla, with an open, curious gaze, was repulsive. Kayla swallowed against the sour taste in her mouth.

“Why—?” she croaked, wiping some tears off her cheeks. “Why did you do this to him? He didn’t deserve to d-die!” Another sob emerged from her throat.

“I never meant to harm him. If only he had told the truth when I asked the first time...” 

“You weren’t supposed to find him,” Kayla said in between tears. “He should have been protected.” But he had died, because he wanted to keep Kayla safe.

“He was foolish,” Titania said. “One time he came too close to the border between the two worlds, and the spell dissipated. I suppose he did me a favor. Otherwise it would have taken much longer to find you, my child.”

Titania leaned back on her throne, her hands folded in her lap. “You see, I have been looking for you for quite some time, but there is a strong spell on you. I could not find you nor your human caretakers. After searching both Tír na nÓg and the mortal world in vain, I was desperate. Then I ventured upon your human father.” She gazed into the distance, her eyes growing vacant. “I had no other choice but to torture and kill him. In the end, he relinquished. That left the matter of not being able to speak to you or touch you. Your humans were still protected too.”

Her eyes settled on Kayla. “But there was somebody else you trusted,” she said. As she waved her hand, an image flickered to life, hovering in the air.

The face of Ms. Pinderhughes smiled down at Kayla. Her usually dull gray eyes gleamed with a fierce blue, a menace that made Kayla’s skin crawl. Those were the same eyes she’d seen years ago, hiding in that bush beside her father’s memorial.

Kayla averted her gaze. She tried not to think of all the times she’d run to the bookshop after an argument with her mother. Ms. Pinderhughes always found the right words to cheer her up and they bonded over their shared interest for fairytales. 

Now Kayla knew why.

With a snap of Titania’s fingers, the image evaporated. “No one ever suspects the librarian,” she scoffed. “I was certain you would go to her for help once you found the acorn and she would guide you right to me. But, of course, my sister ruined everything.”

Hot anger flushed Kayla’s cheeks and neck. She pulled the acorn from her pouch and flung it across the room. It landed by Titania’s feet with a quiet thunk. “You tricked me!”

“Do not accuse me of foul trickery,” Titania bellowed, the tips of her wings trembling. “The message I passed on was genuine. It is not my fault that you considered that mortal your true father.”

“Your Unseelies lied,” Kayla hissed. “And don’t tell me they can’t. They said you had something of mine.”

“I do have something you long for,” Titania said. “Answers.”

Kayla glared at Titania, her hands holding on tight to Abby, whose pulse was growing weaker. “Then tell me why you killed my father!” 

“Because I had to. He had what was rightfully mine,” Titania said with a sneer. “You were not his to keep.” And the way Titania said it, plain and without the faintest note of remorse, Kayla knew it was what she believed.

“What makes you think I’m yours to keep? You’re out of your mind!”

Titania pulled her thin eyebrows up, tilting her head to one side. For a fleeting moment, it looked as though she genuinely cared for Kayla. “All I ever wanted was to find you,” she said softly.

“You should have just left me the hell alone.” Then her dad might still be alive. And Abby wouldn’t be unconscious in the land of faeries.

“I could not do that.” Titania grimaced, as if the thought of it was hurting her. “Because you and I, we belong to each other. We are of the same blood.”
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TEGID FOEL
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The giant wielded his massive fists like one would a mace, and as he brought them down, chunks of rock hurtled through the air. Fay ducked behind a boulder, pulling Maeve with her.

“Fire! Now!” Fay cried, and Maeve released two arrows in a row. She reached back for another one and froze when she found the quiver empty.

“Oh, for Llyr’s sake,” she muttered. She slung the bow over her shoulder and drew her sword.

Fay’s hands were slippery on the hilt of her stolen Nori blade. “Can you see them?” she asked as she peered over the boulder. Her ears were thrumming with every punch the giant threw at the rock where Nooa had been standing only seconds ago; now there was no sight of him—or Oilibhéar.

“There!” Pointing to the far left, Maeve rounded the boulder and started to run.

Fay chased after her, eyes riveted on the spot Maeve was heading for. Nooa lay collapsed on the ground, Oilibhéar standing protectively over him.

The ground shook as Tegid Foel stomped across the landing. He was working his way closer to Nooa and Oilibhéar, and in all his fury he didn’t notice Maeve flit past one of his tree-trunk-sized legs. As she passed, she slashed at his skin with her sword.

The giant wailed, flinging his arms about and smashing even more rocks. He staggered back, almost stepping on Maeve.

Fay hesitated. Her eyes flicked from an unconscious Nooa to a spinning Maeve. Then her gaze met Oilibhéar’s and, after a curt nod, he lunged forward. He drove his sword into the giant’s other leg while Maeve tried to clamber up its back.

Heart pounding, Fay closed the distance to Nooa, and the gravity of his injury shifted into focus. Blood seeped from a gaping wound along his shin, covering half of his leg.  

Fay sank to her knees beside him, touching the back of her hand to one of his cheeks. It was warm and colored with the faintest hue of pink. “Nooa? Can you hear me?” she said. “You’re going to be okay.” He had to be.

Fay tore her eyes away from Nooa when another thump shook the ground. The giant was flailing his arms and legs at whatever he could get a hold on. He hit rocks, crushing them under his enormous limbs, and it would only be a matter of time until Maeve or Oilibhéar met the same fate.

Scanning the area, Fay glimpsed the furred paw of a boggart hanging on to a ledge. Seconds later, it heaved itself up, groaning and panting, and its black eyes focused on her. 

Fay got back to her feet to shield Nooa from the advancing boggart. She wished her hands would be steadier on her sword. Her heart was thundering in her chest, her mind racing with thoughts...

The beast lurched forward and Fay braced herself—but they never met. Fay took a step back as the boggart slumped down, a spear protruding from its neck. Over its dead body Fay saw a group of pookas, all wearing war-paint and all holding swords or spears or bows.  

One of them walked toward Fay while the others dispersed, circling the giant from all directions. At first, she didn’t recognize him under the layer of white face paint, but his very distinctive pair of antlers could never hide him.

“Cadfael,” Fay said, bewildered.

He nodded. “Ophira’s daughter. I had never thought to see you here.”

“I am not—” Fay began, but she decided to let it pass. “Why are you here? I mean, how do you even know?”

He stepped up to the dead boggart and yanked his spear out of its neck, wiping it on the beast’s grizzled fur. The weapon’s colorful feathers weren’t the least bit ruffled. “We have had an eye on the Giant’s Mound for some time now,” he said, scanning the area. “Is your queen with you?”

“No, I am here on my own terms,” Fay said. Cadfael might have raised an eyebrow at her, but it was hard to tell underneath the face paint. “So you knew the Unseelie Court was inside this mountain all along?”

“We suspected that they might be in there, but we weren’t sure. Not until now.” He glanced over at his soldiers. Fay saw, with relief, that Maeve had gotten down from the giant’s back. She, her brother, and the pookas were driving Tegid Foel into a corner.

A puddle of the boggart’s blood had formed at Fay’s feet and she shuddered at the sight. In the heat of the battle, she hadn’t hesitated to kill them, but as she was looking at the dead body now, she felt a pang of grief. It wasn’t right that they had killed them. After all, this kingdom belonged to them too.

Fay averted her eyes. “I need to get inside,” she said. “And one of my friends is hurt.” Nooa behind her still hadn’t moved.

“You dare to ask for our aid?”

“I would never do such a thing.”

Cadfael’s black eyes stared down at Fay. “Your people never do.” Anger and pain marked his voice, and it reminded Fay that, even though they shared the same pointed ears and lived in the same kingdom, they were two entirely different people.

“The Seelies and pookas have lived in hostility for a long time,” Fay said. “Now, however, we share a common enemy. I will not beg for your aid. It is not in my nature to do so. Instead, I will kindly ask you to follow my path to face our enemy.”

His response was drowned out when a heart-rending cry echoed off the mountain walls. A pooka was hanging on to the giant’s neck from where blood was flowing. Tegid Foel stumbled against the mountainside, causing a minor earthquake.

“Your men should not kill him,” Fay said. “Legend says that Tegid Foel has been living here even before the Fair Folk settled.”

“He should not fight a war he did not start,” Cadfael agreed. He watched his men for a second, his expression indecipherable underneath all the face paint, before he looked back at Fay. “And neither should you. Queen Ophira and I might not see eye to eye, but something tells me you do not agree with her, either.”

Fay loosened her hold on the sword a bit. “You will come with us, then?”

“As you said, we share an enemy now,” Cadfael said. He gave a low, throaty noise that sounded much like a deer’s and one of his man sprang away from the giant. “Sólas is one of my most trusted warriors. He will not leave your side until you and your friends are safe.”

Sólas bowed his head to Fay. His coppery blond hair looked even brighter in contrast to his white face paint.

“What is the plan?” Fay asked.

Cadfael smirked. “We will convince one of the Unseelie guards to let us in.” Before Fay could ask him to elaborate, he had turned toward his men, lifting his spear up high. “Tegid Foel shall live! Tonight, we will conquer the Unseelie Court!”

The pookas roared and whistle as they bolted forward, Cadfael in the lead. Fay didn’t move.

Roused by the tumult, Maeve and Oilibhéar glanced at Fay, and when they saw she was now alone with a still unconscious Nooa, they came running to her. The four remaining pookas kept back the bruised and bloody giant.

“What are the pookas doing here?” Maeve asked. She wiped sweat and blood from her chin, while Oilibhéar sank down beside Nooa. 

“Someone needs to stay with him,” he said, brushing Nooa’s hair from his face. “I think it should be me.” His own hair had come loose from his braid, and his breastplate had a few dents and scratches. 

“I don’t want to leave him,” Fay said quietly.

“But Kayla is in there. Nooa will understand.” Oilibhéar turned to his sister with a fleeting smile. “Time to be brave.”

Maeve reached out a hand to touch Nooa’s. “Take care of him for me, big brother,” she said and ran after the pookas.

Fay cast another glance at Nooa and her stomach clenched. Grabbing her sword’s hilt tighter, she turned away and followed Maeve. The pookas had already reached the large stone slab where Kayla had disappeared, circling the Unseelie that stood guard there. 

Throughout her life, Fay had been terrified two times: the day her mother died and the day her father stopped loving her. She had learned then that fear was weakness, and she wouldn’t survive if she was being weak.

As she approached the Unseelie Court in quick strides, weapon clasped in her hand, she didn’t feel fear. This time, she didn’t have to act strong.

This time, she was strong for someone else.
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EVIL BLOOD
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Silence had fallen over the throne room. Kayla stared at the queen and her cold, unmoving eyes. They were blue, like the water of a lake in the winter about to freeze. Titania’s hair was black like Kayla’s, her lips round and full, her nose straight. So were Kayla’s lips and nose.

But it couldn’t be true.

“You’re not my blood,” Kayla said.

Titania looked at her almost pitifully. “Oh, but I am.”

“You can’t be...” Kayla trailed off.

“Once you hear the truth, you will understand.” Titania rose to her feet, pacing a few steps. “Many seasons ago, the king of Tír na nÓg took a special interest in my mother. She was one of the Wild Fae, scorned by the Seelie Court for a petty theft she’d committed when she was still a child. She had been banished ever since. The king did not mind, but his people did. So my mother was not allowed to live with him at the court, but I could, as his bastard child.” She paused, staring off into the distance for a second, before snapping out of her thoughts with a shake of her head.

“My father never stopped loving her, so he went back to see her a second time. However, he was unaware that when he left her again, she was pregnant with my brother Lasarian. But my father, that fool.” She gave a derisive snort and continued to pace.

“He chose that other woman over my mother and never went back to her ever again. Naturally, I never knew of my brother’s existence, either, until I had finally left my father behind. One of my faeries met my brother and she saw the resemblance. She told me of him and brought me to meet him, in the Dark Forest, where he was hiding. He was living like an animal with all the other outcasts from the Seelie Court. This I could not tolerate. The Seelies had taken so much from me. They could not torture my brother too. I offered him to become one of my Unseelies, to rule alongside me as the king of this court. He would no longer need to live with the blood of the Seelies coursing through his veins. As an Unseelie, he could sever the last tie that bound him to the people that had abandoned him. He said he would need to consider my offer. I should leave my servant with him and he would send her to me with his answer.”

Titania came to a rest before Kayla, looking straight down at her. “When my servant returned to me, I found she was pregnant. A love child between a Seelie and an Unseelie.” The corner of her mouth quivered. “And you, dear Keília, are that child. Your mother Amhrán was my servant. And my brother Lasarian is your father.”

Kayla’s grip slipped from Abby’s cold wrist. “No. You’re lying.” 

It had to be a lie or at least some twisted truth. Because Kayla couldn’t be part Unseelie—she’d lived in the Seelie Court. No Unseelie could even enter the court, and those who had been brought into it had suffered an excruciating pain. Death was their only salvation. Fay and the others told her about that, back in Chicago.

“I am never mistaken,” Titania said with a growl. “I know when I see my own blood. But if you still doubt my words, then I will prove them to you. Ciarán.” She gestured the knight to come closer, and he stepped up to his queen, put aside his sword, and unclasped his breastplate.

Kayla watched as he lifted the plate off his chest and revealed a mark underneath his collarbone, etched deep into his skin. It was a mark she recognized in an instant: a set of four straight black lines, one of them longer than the others.

The malicious grin on Ciarán’s face as he put his breastplate back on drove hot needles into Kayla’s skin. He picked his sword back up. “The raven’s footprint,” he said. “Or, to be more precise, the Unseelie Mark.”

Titania brushed aside the fabric of her own dress, and there it was, the mark. “And you have it too,” she said. “Ever since you were born to an Unseelie.”

“I don’t have such a mark...”

Titania lunged forward so fast that Kayla didn’t even have time to cry out. She gripped Kayla’s arm hard and tore down the strap of her dress. Kayla’s collarbone was bare as it had always been, but Titania still looked triumphant.

“You know there is a heavy enchantment on you, don’t you?” Titania said. “The one that prevented me from finding you all these years. But it began to wear off the moment you stepped into this world. One just has to look closer to see more clearly.” She lifted a finger and brushed it against Kayla’s skin just below her collarbone. Kayla shuddered at the icy touch. 

When Titania removed her finger, Kayla noticed a dark spot. It was smaller than Titania’s mark, as if it were only partially finished, but it was unmistakably the same. 

“The blood of an Unseelie runs through your veins. The Unseelie Court is where you belong, Keília. It is your home.” Titania took her seat again and spread her arms wide, as if to indicate all the glory that was Kayla’s.

All Kayla saw were the bleak walls of the cave and shadows lurking in every corner. “This is not my home. The mortal world is,” she said, but she failed to keep her voice steady.

“Don’t you understand? You are the daughter of the lost Seelie Prince,” Titania said, sounding impatient. “Because of your father’s Royal Blood, you are the true heir to the Crown of Tír na nÓg.”

The words reverberated inside Kayla’s mind. She thought of something to say, to formulate a response in which she questioned the queen, but all she’d known and believed in had been turned upside-down in the last few hours. Less than a day ago, Kayla had been a human, the daughter of Eileen and Alasdair. Now, she had no idea who she was.

“I would wear the crown myself,” Titania continued, “but there is an ancient magic on it that prevents me from doing so. They say we Unseelies are unworthy.” She glanced over at Rhona and Ciarán, who both cackled with displeasure. “But you, Keília, can take back what is ours. Together, we shall rule!”

As Titania lifted her hands, palms facing upward, three globes of light bloomed above her head. They floated to the ground, and as they hit the stone, they sprung to life. Kayla recognized herself, her skin glowing with an ethereal light. She was wearing that dress from her dream, but dark stains spattered the beautiful blue fabric. Gossamer wings the color of amethyst spread from her back.

She held a knife in one hand, blood dripping from it, and the Crown of Tír na nÓg in the other. At her feet lay two crumpled figures, pools of blood seeping around them. They both had bright hair, one golden, the other pale blond.

Fay’s emerald eyes stared back at Kayla, empty like the depth of the forest.

Kayla tore her gaze from the sight. “I want nothing to do with this.”

“You will not have a choice,” Titania said with a grin. “This is your destiny. And as your enchantment continues to wear off, your wings will be revealed and everyone will see your true heritage. There will be no more denying it. And now that your mark is showing, everyone will know where you belong.” 

“Even if I had to wear the crown,” Kayla said, “I still wouldn’t help you.” 

“It is in your blood, Keília. You might have dwelled with the Seelies for a while, but you are bound to this court. You and I, we share a bond.”

Titania was watching Kayla with her clear blue eyes. It made Kayla wonder, for the first time, what her birth father had looked like. Had he shared the same eyes, the same straight jawline, the same black hair? Had he been just like her?

A shiver rippled through Kayla’s body, and she swallowed against the sour tang in her throat.

“What happened to my parents?” she asked.

The tip of Titania’s wings twitched. “They left.”

“Amhrán was fleeing from somebody,” Kayla said. “If I’m a part of this court, why didn’t my parents leave me with you? Why go all the way to the mortal world?”

Titania tensed, her fingers gripping the armrest of her throne. “As you said, they were fleeing. You were not safe in Tír na nÓg, so they hid you in the mortal world.”

“They had to hide me,” Kayla said, “from you.”

Titania leaped from her throne and dashed forward in a wild flutter of wings. The movement made Kayla flinch and her heart stutter. “They did not understand what a gift you were,” Titania said. “The potential that slumbered in you as a newborn was impressive, but they thought it was a curse. They believed you could only be safe if you left Tír na nÓg forever. Someone had to set them straight. I had to set them straight.”

Rage erupted inside Kayla and she acted within the blink of an eye, retrieving her dagger out of her bag, jumping to her feet, and aiming the weapon at Titania’s heart. “You drove them away from me!”

Titania didn’t even blink. If anything, she looked impressed, and her perfectly shaped red lips twisted into a smirk. “I can see you have it in you.” With a wave of her hand, she called off Ciarán, who’d stepped forward with his sword braced.

Kayla’s hand trembled as another wave of rage rolled over her, hot and cold. “It’s your fault they’re gone!” she cried, and her voice almost broke. She wasn’t even sure if she was talking about her birth parents, her dad, or all three. “You’re mad and cold and heartless! I want to know what the hell makes you think I would help you after all the things you’ve done?”

“You speak of truth, yet you have trusted those who were most dishonest,” Titania said. “All this time you spent locked up in that treacherous Seelie Court, when you could have been at my side, fighting for what is ours.” She threw her head back and laughed. “Ha! But of course you trusted my sister, pure and generous Ophira.”

In that moment, Titania’s glistening eyes were a window to her soul, revealing the foundation of her madness: a little girl, scorned and hated by her own people, constantly in the shadow of her little sister.

Kayla couldn’t muster even the tiniest bit of compassion for the Unseelie Queen. Not after Titania had murdered Kayla’s father and forced her faerie parents to flee their home. Nothing would ever justify that.

A thin voice broke the momentary silence. “Kay?”

Her weapon still tight in her hand, Kayla swiveled back to Abby, who was sitting up, her bloodshot eyes wide.

“Where... am I?” Her dazed gaze swung toward Titania, and she screamed. As she inched backward on all fours, her mouth gaping, Kayla sank down beside her.

“Shh, I’m here, Abs.” She pressed her hands on Abby’s shoulders.

Abby fell silent, but then she lifted a finger, pointed it at Titania, and whispered, “What kind of freak is she? Is it—is this some roleplaying stuff, like Dungeons and Dragons? You aren’t into that kind of stuff, are you?”

Kayla almost laughed at Abby’s question. She leaned in closer to her friend, lowering her voice. “Don’t freak out now, and I know you’ll want to when I tell you this, but you have to trust me. These people kidnapped you and they are not afraid of hurting us.” She felt Abby tense under her touch, but Abby didn’t panic. Instead, she glared past Kayla at the Unseelie Queen.

Kayla turned back to Titania. “Will you release her?”

“Will you stay here, where you belong?”

“No.”

She didn’t even hesitate to answer, because she knew it was the only option anyway. But when her gaze met Titania’s cold one, she wasn’t so sure it was the best decision after all.

And while all nerves in her system told her to run, Titania commanded her knights.

“Seize them!”
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THE FLIGHT
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Strong gloved fingers wound around Kayla’s wrists, twisting her arms on her back. Her dagger slipped from her grip. She cried out as she was shoved to the ground and her knees connected with the stone. Ciarán bound her hands together with a rope that burned Kayla’s skin. It wasn’t the kind of burn she’d experienced when touching a hot pan by mistake. This one ran much deeper, like a thousand pinpricks piercing through her skin and into her bones.

“They are made of pure cold iron,” Ciarán said. “Do you like it?”

Kayla kicked at his leg but missed. Beside her, Rhona had pinned Abby to the ground, one leg propped on her shoulder. Abby’s face was contorted in agony, but she didn’t make a noise.

A burst of heat exploded in Kayla’s chest and traveled up her throat, emerging into a cry. “Leave her be! Why can’t you let her go?”

Her outburst didn’t coax the slightest reaction from Titania. She perched on her throne like a raven, gazing down at her two prisoners. Then she rose into the air and hovered toward Kayla, her wings moving without a sound.

Titania leaned in and stroked back a strand of Kayla’s hair. Her hand resting against Kayla’s cheek, she whispered, “I love thee, I’m charm’d by thy beauty, dear girl! And if thou’rt unwilling, then force I’ll employ.”

Kayla’s entire core froze at once. She held her breath, her thoughts racing. She had heard those lines before, in the “Erl-King” poem her father used to recite. Some years after he had vanished—or died, she reminded herself with a pang in her chest—she had noticed something about his stories. All the others had been of Celtic origin, except this one, which was German. And it was also the only story where the humans were truly scared of the faeries.

Kayla exhaled. Her dad had warned her about the faeries’ malice and she’d failed to see the warnings. She’d failed to see that there was so much more to his stories. They had been his way of preparing Kayla for the truth without breaking the promise he had made to Amhrán.

Kayla twisted her head away from Titania’s touch and caught a glance of Abby. Her throat constricted. It was her fault Abby was here, held down by a vicious Unseelie, and it would be her fault if the queen didn’t release her from the Unseelie Court.

“I’ll agree to stay,” Kayla said, “if you promise to let my friend go. And there will be no twists of the tongue.”

Titania smiled. “I cannot promise that. After all, you led me straight to her.” She dropped her hand from Kayla to beckon Rhona, who yanked Abby up by her hair. Abby gave a gurgled cry.

“Don’t you dare hurt her!” Kayla wriggled her arms in vain, the tight rope burning her skin. If she could just get a hold on Cosaín, but she’d dropped it when Ciarán had knocked her down.

“I would not touch her.” Despite her words, Titania stretched out a hand and traced Abby’s cheek just inches from her skin. “She is far too dangerous and far too precious.”

Abby turned her head, revealing a bloody cut on her brow, and glowered at the queen with a fire burning in her brown eyes. “What kind of nonsense is this?” 

Titania unfurled her wings. The movement unveiled the beauty of the gossamer steel gray membrane, traced with fine, spidery lines of startling blue. They intimidated as much as they enticed.

But Abby didn’t waver. “You can’t scare me!”

“I know I cannot terrify you.” Titania cocked her head to one side, regarding Abby with curiosity. “You, though still young and ignorant, are destined to live a second life amongst the undead. The curse that runs through your veins—an ancient curse affecting the women of your bloodline—will turn you into a banshee once you die. And by this you will never die and will dwell with the Host of Unforgiven Death, stealing the souls of the damned, for all eternity.”

Abby gaped at her, stunned. “What joke is this? Kay? Do you know what she’s talking about?”

As much as she wanted to respond, Kayla couldn’t. She was tongue-tied.

“It means,” Titania said, “that once you have died, you will be capable of something truly incredible.”

Abby’s eyes narrowed. “It means you want me dead and the sooner, the better.” 

As Titania’s lips twisted into a wicked grin, Kayla understood that Abby was as much an instrument to the queen’s undisclosed plan as she was. But unlike Kayla, Abby wouldn’t come out of it alive. And Kayla couldn’t bear the thought of causing her best friend’s fatal destiny.

Kayla tossed left and right, but she was stuck in her tied-up position. She watched as Titania gestured to the knight who’d hidden in the shadows to step forward. He was not wearing the usual Unseelie armor, but instead was clad in a dark robe. Long white hair was pulled back from his face, revealing the pointed faerie ears. The complexion of his skin was as dull as that of Titania, but there was something about him that set him apart.

His eyes were consumed by utter darkness, no pupils and no whites. They settled on Abby, a tiny smile on his lips.

“At last,” he said. His movements were quiet and slow, but his voice had crackled with joyful anticipation.

Behind him, Titania retreated a step, her head bowed. She’d given way to this stranger, like a servant to her master.

He drew the sword from his side. “The final sacrifice.” As he lifted the weapon, Abby screamed.

“No!” Adrenaline rushing through her veins propelled Kayla into motion. She kicked at Ciarán, hit, and then tore at the rope until she felt as if her wrists would burst into flames. Agonizing nausea gripped her mind as the rope fell away, and she staggered forward. Her burned hands closed around the hilt of Cosaín.

“Seize her!” Titania bellowed.

Ciarán’s massive arms reached for Kayla, but she ducked and he missed. She spun around, driving her dagger into the part of his leg that wasn’t protected by armor, and he howled like a wolf.

“Abby!” Kayla called as she twisted away from Ciarán and got back on her feet. There was no response. Something hit Kayla in the back and she crashed to the ground, face forward. She dropped Cosaín again and it skidded over the stone.

“Disobedience must be punished,” a female voice slurred at her ear. Rhona. “And I don’t care if you’re the queen’s precious niece.”

Kayla arched her back, but Rhona’s foot pressed her down. Rhona’s sword was inches from her face, tip touched to the ground. What lay behind the blade was hidden. Kayla called out to her friend again, but there was no answer. The burst of energy from before had abated, and Kayla felt tears spring to her eyes. She couldn’t even imagine what was happening to Abby. 

And then Abby cried, long and drawn-out and so full of pain it made Kayla’s heart ache. “No!” Tears ran down her cheeks as Kayla wriggled and writhed to no avail. “Abby!”

A sudden commotion shook the ground. In a moment of distraction, Kayla escaped Rhona, crawling forward on all fours. Just as her fingers brushed the hilt of her dagger, a male voice spoke.

“Get away from the girl!” 

Kayla stared as Cadfael, the leader of the pookas, burst from the tunnel through which she had entered earlier. White paint covered his face, up to his antlers, and he brandished his spear with a roar. Behind him, four more pookas spilled into the cave, followed by Fay and Maeve.

Titania barked commands and everyone in the room dispersed. The pookas met with the Unseelies while Cadfael advanced on the queen. Maeve swung her sword at Rhona, and Fay wound through the fighting crowd.

Kayla scrambled to her feet. “Fay!” Clashing sounds filled the cave, and the ground trembled under Kayla’s bare feet. She staggered, stumbling straight into Fay’s arms.

Fay caught her and, for the fraction of a second, hugged her tight. “You’re alive.” As she released Kayla, she brushed her shoulder for a second. The touch caused a jingle down Kayla’s body that reminded her that she was truly alive. 

“Abby.” Kayla gasped in between breaths. “She’s hurt. We—”

In one swift motion, Fay shoved Kayla aside and blocked Ciarán’s attack with her sword. It was a long, double-edged blade, far from anything Kayla had ever seen her hold. She wielded it expertly, though, and met all of Ciarán’s blows. But he was much taller than her. Much stronger. Fay wouldn’t last long.

Kayla launched herself forward, aiming with the tip of her dagger, but she missed Ciarán. Instead, he kicked at her, knocking her feet out from under her. She cushioned the fall by rolling sideways, which sent a stinging pain up her shoulder.

As she got back up, an arrow whirred past her, missing her by inches, and the ground shook as a mace crashed down beside her. She caught a glimpse of Titania, who surged upward to evade Cadfael’s spear, and then sank down behind him, swinging her sword. Close to them lay Abby, unmoving.

“Fay!” Kayla called. Fay was still fighting off Ciarán, but one of the pookas had joined her.

“Go! I can take care of this,” Fay said, spinning with her blade in hand. Ciarán evaded her attack only to collide with the pooka.

Kayla jumped into action again, drew back when another arrow crossed her path, and then continued running. She dropped next to her friend. “Abby? Abs, can you hear me?”

“Am I...?” Abby croaked, rolling onto her back. A gash ran along her cheek, its blood caking her hair together with that from the wound on her brow.

“No,” Kayla said. “No, you’re safe. We’re both safe now.” She hooked one arm under Abby’s, the other still holding the dagger, and tried to lift her. Abby groaned but kept pulling herself up.

“Kayla!” 

In the second it took for Kayla to identify the voice as Maeve’s, it was already too late. Someone hit her from the side and flung her through the air, away from Abby. 

The impact knocked the air out of Kayla’s lungs and she tasted blood as she bit her own lip. When she opened her eyes, Titania’s face was hovering over her.

“I never intended to hurt you,” she said. “But you cannot leave. This is where you belong, Keília. You and I, we shall regain the crown and take back our kingdom.” Her shimmering blade was alarmingly close to Kayla’s heart. “The Seelies will only cause you harm, but I can keep you safe.”

Kayla crawled backward, clutching Cosaín, which she had been lucky enough to hold on to during her fall this time. “You cause me harm. You took my father from me. I won’t let you take Abby too.”

“A means to an end,” Titania said. “A tiny puzzle piece in the larger picture.” 

A ray of sunlight broke through a crack in the stone and it illuminated the shiny blade in Titania’s hand. The double-edged sword looked too artfully crafted to be a murder weapon. Rubies and emeralds adorned its gilded hilt, and a fine inscription ran along the blade.

Kayla felt a tug in her chest, drawing her toward the weapon. She ached to hold it and to run her finger along the engraving. And, most startlingly, the sword radiated with strength, pulsed with energy, as though Kayla’s presence had activated it. 

“We will rule in all glory,” Titania said, offering her weapon-free hand. “If only you accept—”

Kayla gasped as the hand was yanked back. Titania cried out, slashing at Cadfael with her sword.

“Run!” he cried while blocking Titania’s attack with the length of his spear. Another pooka broke from the crowd and pulled Kayla to her feet.

“But my friends...” Kayla’s eyes scanned the room. At the far end of the cave, the pookas were still fighting Ciarán, Rhona, and a couple more knights that had appeared. The white-haired stranger was nowhere in sight, and neither were Kayla’s friends.

The pooka tugged at her arm. “Over there.” He led her to another opening in the cave where Maeve and Fay were waiting. Both had their arms slung around Abby’s waist, and Maeve immediately let go for Kayla to take over.

“Sólas, what about Cadfael?” Fay asked the pooka.

“It was his command,” Sólas said. He glanced back over his shoulder, and Kayla followed his gaze to see Ciarán charging toward them. Sólas drew an arrow from his quiver, nocked it to his bow, and sent it soaring through the air. It hit Ciarán in the leg.

“No!” A maddening scream echoed through the cave.  “She cannot leave!” Titania cried. Cadfael had pinned her against the wall with his spear.

Rhona whipped her head around to her queen, abandoned her opponent, and raced across the cave.

“Now go,” Sólas said. He shot another arrow before ushering Kayla and the others into the narrow tunnel. The steps were worn down and slippery, and Kayla struggled to keep her grip on a weak Abby, whose knees kept buckling under her.

“Kay,” Abby whispered. “You need to—”

“Don’t you even suggest leaving without you!” Kayla said. She met Fay’s gaze over the top of Abby’s and seeing those green eyes in the dark tunnel reassured her. Together they pulled Abby up.

At the bottom of the steps, the path branched. “Which way?” Fay asked. 

The sound of several footsteps echoed down the tunnel. Voices were screaming and swords clanging.

Fay looked at Sólas for help, but before he could answer, an Unseelie man, clad in black armor, stepped out of one tunnel. Fay yelped, pulling both Abby and Kayla back, while Maeve and Sólas aimed their weapons.

The Unseelie didn’t move. His violet eyes, the same color as his long, smooth hair, found Kayla’s, and it was as if someone pulled a string inside Kayla.

She stepped forward to shield the Unseelie from Maeve’s sword. “Don’t hurt him!”

“Why not? He’ll hand us over!”

Kayla looked at the stranger and he gazed back with the same confusion she felt. Somewhere in the back of her mind, there was an image of that stranger, and she felt she ought to know him. That he knew her.

“Come with me,” he said and disappeared into the left tunnel. Kayla didn’t hesitate a second to follow him, grabbing hold of Abby again and therefore pulling Fay along with her. She could hear Maeve call out in protest but enter the tunnel anyway.

As they wound their way along a narrow pathway, Kayla didn’t take her eyes off the stranger even once, until Fay spoke. “Why do you trust him?”

“I think I know him.”

“You do?” Fay sounded more shocked than surprised. “How come you know an Unseelie?”

If only Fay knew...

The tunnel ended in a dead end, where the stranger waited for them with his open palm placed on the stone.

“I told you this would happen!” Maeve called.

The Unseelie turned his back on her and lowered his gaze to Kayla. “This is where I will have to leave you.” He pressed his hand harder against the wall and, with a grinding sound, a door swung outward.

The sounds of their pursuers grew louder. Fay and the pooka helped Abby climb outside. Then, Maeve grabbed Kayla’s hand.

“Wait! How do I know you?” Kayla asked the Unseelie man.

He cast a hurried glance over his shoulder. “I tried to save him,” he whispered. “It was too late. Here, take this.” He held out a piece of parchment, folded several times.

“What...?”

“Your father.” Another glance back. “Alasdair.”

“How do you...?”

“Leave now!” He shoved the parchment into Kayla’s hands and spun back around as someone advanced on him with a cry. It was the white-haired man.

“They cannot leave!” he bellowed. Unbridled fury scarred his face, turning his black eyes even darker. “Capture the banshee!”

The two men collided with their blades, metal grinding on metal.

Maeve tugged at Kayla’s hand and pulled her through the exit. The door closed, sealing away the fighting strangers.

“There’s no time for chatter now,” Maeve said, but she sounded more empathetic toward Kayla than she ever had. She even patted Kayla’s shoulder before turning away. “We need to find my brother first. And then it’s time to get out of this place.” 

Kayla stuffed the parchment into her pouch, before Maeve ushered her forward. 

The sun shone down on them with a blinding brightness. Once Kayla’s eyes had adjusted, she spied a grizzled body from which blood was seeping. Kayla jumped aside with a yelp, knocking into the pooka.

Sólas caught her and switched places so that Kayla was supporting Abby again. “There should be an entrance to the Faery Path around here,” he said. “Do you know where to find it?” 

“Yes,” Fay said. “Isn’t that how you got here?” 

“We crossed the Barren.”

Kayla didn’t know what the Barren was, but it didn’t sound good.

“My face hurts,” Abby mumbled at Kayla’s side. Kayla placed a hand under Abby’s chin, gently turning her head toward her. Blood dotted half of her face, from the cut on her brow down to her jaw. If only Kayla had something to clean the wound.

Abby grew heavy in Kayla’s arms as Fay let go and burst forward.

“Nooa!”

A few feet in the distance stood Nooa, leaning against Oilibhéar. They were both bloody, and a visible wound ran down Nooa’s leg. Fay flung her arms around Nooa, who staggered back a few steps. Maeve gave her brother a quick hug.

Sólas noticed Kayla’s struggle to keep Abby upright and together they walked over to the others. “We should get to the Faery Path now,” he said. 

“It’s right over—” Fay began.

Ferocious calls and heavy footfalls startled them all, and as they turned around, they saw a group of Unseelie knights, chased by pookas, advancing on them.

“There!” Fay cried and bolted forward. They all followed her along the mountain, Kayla as fast she could carry Abby. The entry to the Faery Path wasn’t far. Kayla could already see it, a frame of swirling symbols carved deep into the stone.

Maeve reached it first, pulled out her Triskelion, and pressed it in with trembling hands.

The pounding footsteps behind them grew louder, and Unseelies and pookas alike moaned as their respective opponents struck them down.

“It’s not working,” Fay said. She took the Triskelion from Maeve and pressed it into the engraving again. “Why is it not working?”

“Then we must fight them.” Maeve whirled around with her sword.

Oilibhéar waved her off. “They are too many.”

Whether it was the cries behind their backs or the desperate look on Fay’s face that made Kayla move, she couldn’t tell. But she released her grip on Abby, stepped forward, and placed her palm over one of the engravings. She didn’t know why she chose that particular one or why she didn’t touch the one that was supposed to be for the Triskelion. Her hand moved on its own accord.

A shock shot up her arm, and she gasped. Something pulsed at her side and she realized it was coming from inside her pouch. She could feel a strange heat radiating off it. Either her phone had just melted or it was the necklace.

With a tremble, the rock inched back and slid into the ground. 

“How did you do that?” Fay asked, wide-eyed.

Kayla stared at the opening. A sharp, prickling sensation spread through her body, leaking into every nerve and every cell. “I don’t know.”

“We have to hurry,” Fay said, not taking her eyes off Kayla. “They’ll be able to open it.” 

“They won’t.” 

Again, Kayla acted upon pure instinct. Once everyone was inside and the door had closed, drowning out the battle cries, Kayla placed both hands on the cold stone. With her eyes closed, she whispered words she wasn’t even aware she knew. They weren’t words of a language she’d been taught, but they felt as familiar as English. They left her lips with ease, and as she continued her chant, vines sprung from where her palms touched the stone. They slithered across the solid surface, sealing the exit.

“Kayla...”

The fear in Fay’s voice caused Kayla to falter, thinking that maybe what she was doing was in fact dangerous, but then she continued. It was the only way to keep them safe. To make it out unscathed.

When thick tendrils of vines and ivy covered the entire wall, Kayla stepped back to consider her work. “This should do it. It’ll give us enough time to go back.”

In the darkness, Kayla could hardly make out Fay’s face, her green eyes a tiny shimmer. “Back to the Seelie Court, you mean?” she asked.

“No,” Kayla said. She drew in a deep breath, trying to ease the pain in her chest, and she forced the words out before she could change her mind. “I’m going back home.”
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34

FAULT AND FAILURE
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Dear Kayla, 

I can’t tell you how many times I’ve pictured explaining everything to you. But in none of those scenarios I was writing a letter in haste, locked up in a cold and lonely prison.

In case I never see you again—I’m so sorry, Kayla. Sorry for having lied to you. Your mother and I, we never wanted to keep this a secret, but we had to. Your birth parents asked us to, and we agreed it was the best way to keep you safe. Our blood might not run through your veins, but you’re as much our child as Theo. We love you, and it’s because we love you so much that we decided not to tell you.

Your birth mother’s name is Amhrán. And she is a faerie. I’ll never forget the night I told you a story about the faeries and you asked me, “Daddy, did you ever see a faerie?” It pained me so much that I couldn’t answer you that night. The truth is, I did meet a faerie. Amhrán came to me one day and she said she saw goodness in my heart, enough to trust me with the safekeeping of her child. Your mother and I were having trouble getting pregnant, and you were the miracle we couldn’t even have asked for. 

So Amhrán left you with us. She never told me where she went or why she was leaving you, but she told us to keep you away from the faerie world. It was best we all kept our distance, she said, and in case we ever needed help, I should find a person named Dahlia Blodwen in Chicago.

But we had no need to go to Dahlia. We were safe. Soon we had Theo and our family was complete. It was perfect. You grew up as any human child would, never knowing of the dangers your birth mother escaped. (I don’t know who she was running from, but she was fleeing from someone for sure.) Eileen would have even kept the faeries’ existence a secret, but I couldn’t do that. I knew very little of them myself, only the stories I’d heard as a child. I hoped it was enough to prepare you for the day I could no longer protect you from the faeries.

Maybe they’re not all bad. I’m convinced Amhrán was one of the good ones, because she passed on that pure heart of yours. Unfortunately, I did not get to meet your birth father. Whoever he is, I’m thankful that he trusted me with his child, because, Kayla, I’ve loved you since the second I saw you. 

I’m so sorry that I’m gone now. I know your mother will do everything she can to keep you and your brother safe. Nothing was ever more important to her. 

Love,

Dad
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Kayla pushed the door to the Windy Flower open, and the scent of soil and lemongrass welcomed her. Dahlia stood behind the counter, putting together a flower arrangement, and she didn’t look up when Kayla and the others entered.

“We’re closed,” Dahlia said. A strand of fiery red hair came loose from her bun and she tucked it behind her furry ear. It slipped out again, and she cursed. “I have a dozen more flower arrangements to attend to, so if you don’t mind...”

“We met the Unseelie Queen.”

Dahlia faltered. The dandelion she was holding floated to the floor as her cat eyes narrowed on the group. “We should have tea.” She turned toward the backroom, but paused again when Kayla spoke.

“Two of us are hurt,” she said.

Dahlia beckoned them to follow her. “I’ll take care of it upstairs,” she said and disappeared through the bead curtain into the back.

Not much had changed since Kayla’s last visit, and the tiny room was still cluttered with books, plants, and various mysterious objects. The grass culm Dahlia had used last time had crumbled to dust on the coffee table.

Dahlia crossed the small space toward a door that had always been closed. “Get them over here,” she said before vanishing into the room. Kayla and Fay helped Abby, while Oilibhéar and Maeve supported Nooa.

The second room was tiny. A queen-sized bed covered in sheets and cushions stood against one wall. Pale light filtered in through a window. The remaining space was occupied by wooden shelves sagging under the weight of books and potted plants. Even though this room looked similar to the rest of Dahlia’s apartment, it was more personal. Kayla noticed a framed photograph on the nightstand, of a man and a woman with two red-headed children.

Kayla and Fay lowered Abby onto the bed. She uttered a moan, but other than that she was quiet. Kayla was worried; Abby hadn’t said a single word since they left the Unseelie Court. 

“Can you sit?” Oilibhéar asked, maneuvering Nooa toward the bed. Nooa slumped onto it with a grimace.

“All of you, get out. I must work in quiet.” Dahlia shoved Kayla and Fay aside, leaning into Abby, who flinched.

“But—” Kayla began.

Dahlia shushed her. “If you want me to help your friends, you’ll have to trust me.” 

The others left the room with a few glances at Nooa. Kayla tried to offer Abby an encouraging smile, but it felt out of place. She left, closing the door behind her.

When she turned to face the room, Maeve stood in front of her, arms crossed, and Fay and Oilibhéar watched her from the sofa.

“We did what you asked,” Maeve said. “Now talk.” Her face was bruised and blistered, similar to Fay’s. Apparently, the Unseelie Court had an effect on Seelie blood too.

But not on Kayla.

She knew she had to tell them; she’d promised. And she found that she even wanted to tell them, but she struggled to find the right words. Her mind was still reeling from all that had happened.

Her gaze flicked toward Fay, who looked back at her with warmth.

And so Kayla talked, as fast as she could. She told them everything from the moment she had left the Seelie Court. While she was talking, she fidgeted with the strap of her pouch and concentrated on her hands, not looking up once. She couldn’t bear to see their reactions, to see the shock on their faces or notice them shrink away when they found out she was part Unseelie.

When she had concluded, the room fell awfully silent, causing the noise of traffic outside to grow louder. As the silence stretched on, Kayla feared it would never be broken, but Maeve’s urge to comment on everything was too strong.

“You are related to our queen?”

The incredulity in Maeve’s voice didn’t even hurt Kayla. “Both of them, actually,” she said. She finally lifted her head, trying to find Fay’s gaze, but Fay had turned away from her. Kayla felt a pang in her chest.

“And you’re an Unseelie?” Maeve asked.

“Part of me, yes.”

“I was right. I knew there was something off about you...” Maeve muttered to herself. Her eyes narrowed on Kayla, two deeply-glowing ambers, and when her gaze dropped, Kayla knew immediately what she was staring at. Kayla tugged her hair over the Unseelie Mark beneath her collarbone. “Perhaps there’s even more,” Maeve said. “You could have been working with the enemy all along.”

“That’s absurd.” 

“Is it?” Maeve approached her, arms trembling at her side.

“Yes, it is.” Fay said. She sat completely still, twisting the ring on her left hand with her fingers almost mechanically. She didn’t look Kayla’s way. 

“I agree with Princess Fay. Ophira’s vision chose her,” Oilibhéar said, turning to face Kayla. “And now we know why. You carry the blood of a Seelie and an Unseelie. This has never happened before, at least not to our knowledge. And you are also the heir to the crown, which puts you into a unique position.” His amber eyes glimmered with new possibilities.

Kayla swallowed against the dryness in her mouth. She didn’t like the direction this conversation was heading, and even less when Maeve spoke again.

“So Titania is still after the crown.” She snorted, rolling her eyes. “But she needs Kayla to wear it, because Titania is not worthy of it anymore.”

“Those are two things we know about Titania’s plans,” Oilibhéar said.

“Three.” Kayla cast a glance over her shoulder, at the closed door. “She wants Abby too. They called her... a banshee.”

“Are you certain that was the word she used?” Oilibhéar asked.

“Yes.” Kayla looked at Maeve, who had shock and disbelief written on their faces. “Why? What is it?”

“It is nothing bad, not precisely.” Oilibhéar rubbed his beard with one hand. “Banshees were part of Morrígan’s Wild Hunt, but when she was banished by the deities Dôn and Llyr, they disappeared into the mortal world. Human families with a strong tie to our world have a banshee assigned to them and she will announce the imminent death of a family member by keening.”

For a second, Kayla was transported back to the night her father had vanished. Her core froze with the memory of the white lady, wailing until the headless rider had appeared. Seeing those two creatures had felt so real, a cry of warning, but Kayla’s mother had convinced her it was just a dream.

It hadn’t been. And if Kayla didn’t protect Abby, that memory would become her best friend’s future.

Kayla shook her head to clear her mind. “But why would Titania need a banshee?”

“I cannot possibly imagine why,” Oilibhéar said. “Knowing that banshees are connected to Morrígan... whatever Titania is planning, we cannot allow for her to lay hands on the crown or your friend.”

“Ophira would never let that happen,” Fay said, her voice sounding thin. They all turned to look at her, but she still kept her gaze averted. “Titania would have to pry it out of her dying hands.”

Maeve spun at her brother, a fire burning in her eyes. “We must warn Queen Ophira at once!”

“Be still, sister.” Oilibhéar placed a determined hand on Maeve’s shoulder. “As long as Queen Ophira stays within the borders of the Seelie Court, Titania cannot harm her.”

“Are you sure?” Kayla glanced from Fay, still avoiding her, back to Maeve. “You two could enter the Unseelie Court, couldn’t you? Maybe that spell is wearing off...”

“I don’t think so,” Maeve said. “We went with the pookas, and being in there hurt more than a boggart’s bite. As you can well enough see.” She pointed to her blistered face. “Guess we know now why it didn’t hurt you.”

Kayla glared up at Maeve. “I didn’t choose this, you know.”

But before Maeve could return something snarky, Oilibhéar stopped her. “We should waste no more time,” he said. “We shall speak to Queen Ophira as soon as our friends are well enough again.”

“I told you I’m not going back,” Kayla said. “I don’t owe the queen anything. She lied to me.”

“We cannot lie!” Maeve’s powerful voice reverberated off the walls. “You should have realized that by now, shouldn’t you? Considering you’re one of us now.”

Heat rising into her cheeks, Kayla turned on Maeve. “But Ophira didn’t tell the truth either. She tricked me into staying at the court by using my wish to find my dad against me. And now you expect me to run right back to her?”

Maeve came closer, her amber eyes boring into Kayla. Her shoulders were heaving with every breath and her face, reddened by anger, was a stark contrast to her green hair. “The queen did what she had to do,” she said, “to protect our people. If you weren’t so self-centered and stopped thinking only about yourself, just once, you’d see that the Unseelies have destroyed our lives. All Ophira did was see an opportunity to have a hold of something that her sister wanted—”

“I’m not a thing—” 

“—and use it against her. So pardon me if I don’t care about your feelings. We’re going back.” Maeve spun on her heels and stormed from the room.

“Maeve!” her brother called, making to go after her, but he paused to look at Kayla again. “You know, we all put ourselves at risk for you. All of us disobeyed our queen’s orders, and Nooa even got injured. He is not a fighter, not at all, but he still wanted to come with us. To help you.” He sighed, raking a hand through his hair. “Who knows what would have happened if we had not encountered the pookas... we would have risked a lot more trying to enter the Unseelie Court on our own.”

The truth hit Kayla straight in the face. It was right there, right in front of her, but she’d ignored it. She wished the word sorry wasn’t so meaningless.

“I do not agree entirely with my sister,” Oilibhéar said, softer now. “But, Kayla, are you aware of the severity of this situation? If Queen Ophira dies, or even if the crown gets taken from her before that, you will be her successor. And Titania will make sure you rule her way. She is known to force people to do her bidding.”

Kayla’s heart thudded in her chest. “What about my birth father?” she asked, grappling for a solution. “Lasarian has a right to the crown too.”

“Perhaps, but we do not know where he is. Or if he is even still alive. What we do know is that Titania is after you.”

“But—” Kayla began, but she didn’t know what to say anymore. She rubbed the nape of her neck in a desperate attempt to ease some of the tension. “I don’t know what to do.”

“If we capture and contain Titania,” Oilibhéar said, “then perhaps we can reunite our two courts in peace. As soon as we have secured that Queen Ophira and the crown are safe, and her sister cannot take it from her, this can all end. But to do that, we have to return to the Seelie Court.” He had a stubborn determination written all over his face, and Kayla knew there was no stopping him. “Think about it,” he said. With a nod toward Fay, he turned and left the room.

Kayla fought against the burning tears in her eyes, but the urge to curl up into a ball and cry was overwhelming. Without looking at Fay, she sank down in the opposite chair and buried her face in her hands.

She had made an incredible mess of things.

At the sound of footsteps, Kayla glanced up to find Fay standing beside her, one hand hovering between them. Before the revel in the woods, before Fay had admitted her lie, Fay had always been withdrawn, trying hard not to betray her emotions. But now that all her lies were out in the open, a crack had appeared in the wall she’d built around herself and her emotions were spilling through it. Kayla saw hurt and guilt, worry and sorrow flit across Fay’s face. Whereas Fay hadn’t looked at Kayla once in the past few minutes, her gaze was now unwavering and Kayla noticed something else she hadn’t seen before: deep affection. 

Maybe not all of it had been a lie.

Kayla rose to her feet, gathering Fay’s hand in hers. Fay’s eyes widened and a small smile appeared on her face.

“Kayla...” Fay spoke her name with so much care, as though it was fragile. “I cannot reverse my mistakes. I was dishonest with you for the wrong reasons and I wish I had not been. But perhaps I can earn your forgiveness one day.”

“If you’re trying to convince me to go back—”

“No, I’m not.” Fay came so close their knees touched.

“You’re not?”

“I’ve followed Ophira’s orders long enough. Who knows what she’ll do when she finds out who you really are? She’s been controlling your fate ever since you stepped into our world. But this is your life and it should be your decision which way it’s heading. You already don’t have a lot of choices as it is...”

Her gaze dropped to Kayla’s pouch and Kayla knew what she was thinking of. Since Kayla had opened and closed the Faery Path, the necklace had been pulsing at her side, a constant reminder that what had happened had been real.

“I’ve given this some thought,” Fay said, grimacing. “And I don’t think you should go home either. I’m not sure you even can.”

“What do you mean? The bargain must be broken by now.” She’d found her father, in a way.

“I believe there’s more to the bargain.” Fay ran a thumb across the back of Kayla’s hand, leaving behind a trail of electricity. “I think Ophira sensed that your dad wasn’t your birth father,” she said. “And she bound you to the Seelie Court until the day you find the father you never even knew you had.” 

“Did she tell you this?” Kayla said, pulling back.

Fay tightened her hold on Kayla’s hand with a squeeze. “No, she never said a word about it. But still... when I brought you to the court, I was confused why she thought a human could do what we had failed at. Ophira must have seen more in that vision than she let me believe.” She lifted her head, her emerald eyes meeting Kayla’s. “Perhaps your family will be safest that way. For now.” 

“I really hope so...” Kayla watched the movement of Fay’s thumb on her hand. “You asked me once why I never talk about my mother,” she said. “It’s always been complicated between us. After my father... died... I was so hurt and mad, and I—”

“It’s easier to blame those who are still there,” Fay said with a quiver, and Kayla suspected she was thinking about her own parents. 

Back in the woods, most of what Fay had told Kayla about her own upbringing had been meaningless to Kayla. Fay’s betrayal had been louder than everything else, but now that they stood in the quietness of Dahlia’s home, Kayla saw the pain and grief Fay was holding back. 

She saw what she hadn’t seen in the woods: that Fay was hurting. That she was battling her own grief for her mother and maybe even her father. That the scar on her back wasn’t the only wound she carried with her.

And yet Fay had taken a risk and opened her heart to Kayla. She’d disobeyed her own queen to save Kayla, who had been too stubborn to see how much Fay cared for her—and too stubborn to realize how much she cared for Fay.

Aoife. 

Kayla wondered why Fay had chosen a different name for herself. 

“You’re right,” Kayla whispered, blinking back tears. “It’s easier to blame those around us.” She traced Fay’s ring with a finger, feeling the rough engraving. “But it’s wrong. I never even tried to understand why my mother hated my dad’s stories so much. I never considered that she was trying to protect me...”  

“Perhaps now is the chance to make amends,” Fay said. “You could write your mother a letter. And give it to Abby.”

“But the queen...?”

“I won’t tell her.” Fay gave Kayla’s hand another squeeze and then pulled away.

Kayla’s gaze traveled up Fay’s arms. One of them had a red line running all the way from the elbow to the shoulder. A cut that had folded and healed with the help of íocshláinte. The blisters covering Fay’s neck and cheeks had faded to a faint pink.

Despite all the cuts and bruises, Fay was smiling. It was a weak smile, but it was there, her lips slightly curled at the corners, her gleaming eyes steady on Kayla. 

And all of a sudden, Kayla could no longer hold back her tears. She hated how battered Fay looked and she hated that she was the reason for it. For a second, she was back at the Unseelie Court, watching a reflection of herself covered in Fay’s blood. 

Kayla flung her arms around Fay, startling herself and the other girl. She buried her face at Fay’s shoulder, murmuring, “I won’t let anyone hurt you again.” 

After a second, Fay hugged Kayla back. “And I won’t ever lie to you again.”

When they broke apart, Kayla saw Fay was keeping back tears and she resisted the urge to pull Fay close again.

“I want to talk to Dahlia first,” Kayla said, noticing how choked her voice sounded.

Fay nodded. “I’ll try to talk to Maeve.” She turned to leave and paused. Kayla saw her hesitation in the way Fay opened and closed her hands. Before Kayla could say a word, Fay had closed the distance between them. She cupped Kayla’s face with her hands and kissed her, brief and urgent. “We’ll figure this out,” she whispered against Kayla’s lips. “Together.” 

Kayla watched Fay leave, her heart and mind torn. 
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THE VALUE OF AN HEIRLOOM
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Kayla took her usual seat while Dahlia put a kettle on to boil.

When she came back from the kitchen, she was carrying a tray filled with a teapot, two cups, and a plate of chocolate chip cookies. She put it down on the coffee table. “So the rumors are true,” Dahlia said. “The Unseelie Queen’s alive.”

A shiver ran down Kayla’s spine. “More than alive.”

Dahlia took a seat opposite of Kayla, her green cat eyes scanning her with a mixture of curiosity and worry. “I will need more details if you want me to help. I suppose you didn’t just come to me so I could patch up your friends?”

“No, I didn’t...”

For the second time that day, Kayla recounted her trip to the Unseelie Court. When Kayla told Dahlia how she’d got lost in the Faery Path and found her way out by magically growing moss, Dahlia’s eyes widened, but she remained silent.

“...but the Faery Path stayed locked,” Kayla concluded. “So I placed my palm over it, chanted words I hadn’t even known before, and the entrance opened. Just like that.” 

Dahlia lifted her cup to her lips and sipped. It unsettled Kayla how she did it with such calm, after the story she’d just heard. Dahlia placed the cup back on the coffee table and, without a word, got up and went to one of her shelves.

“Your little outbursts of earth magic are fascinating,” Dahlia said as she retrieved a pot from the top shelf. It was a ficus tree, but it was still tiny, with only a handful of leaves. She placed the plant on the table in front of Kayla and fixed her with a stern look, one hand propped on her hip. “I want you to make it grow.”

“I’m not sure I can do it again...” Kayla said. She reached into her pouch, pulled out her necklace with the purple flower in the pendant, and held her other hand steadily over the ficus tree. The word formed in her mind, as if resurfacing from her unconscious mind, where it had rested until this moment.

“Fás.” 

The tiny plant quivered and shiny new leaves sprung from it as it stretched skyward.

Dahlia clapped her hands in delight. “Impressive! Can I see your necklace?” She hurried over to sit beside Kayla.

“Didn’t you see it before?” Kayla handed the necklace over with some reluctance. “You were the one who gave the casket to me.”

“Yes, but your mother had sealed it and only you could open it. I’d never known its contents until the last time you visited me. I didn’t pay much attention to the necklace then.” Dahlia’s cat eyes glistened with excitement as she twisted the necklace in her hands. Then her eyes grew round and wide like a saucer. 

“What is it?” Kayla asked. 

“That blossom locked in there isn’t any type of flower,” Dahlia said, handing the necklace back to Kayla. “It was taken from the Elder Tree.” 

“What tree?”

“The Elder Tree,” Dahlia said impatiently. “You must find out why your mother gave this to you, Kayla. You must. The power slumbering in this necklace might just be the weapon you need to go up against Titania.”

That thought hadn’t occurred to Kayla before. She lowered her gaze and the pendant pulsed in her palm, beating like a second heart. “Are you sure? It’s just a blossom.” Though she knew that wasn’t true.

“There’s all kinds of magic in Tír na nÓg, but this one is by far the strongest. Back in the days of the Giants, the Elder Faerie forged an army from the bark of her tree. Her children were the most powerful any of the worlds have ever seen.” Dahlia paused, her foxy ears pricking. “If you wish to defeat Titania without bloodshed, you must go to the Elder Tree.”

Kayla’s mind was spinning, dazed by the rapid pounding of the necklace in her hand. “I can’t go looking all over Tír na nÓg for a tree, not now.”

“The tree will reveal itself to you. After all, you carry a piece of it.”

Kayla tapped a finger against the necklace and it buzzed in response. “Part of me doesn’t want to go back,” she said. “Ophira never cared much about finding my dad. You knew that, didn’t you?”

“Ophira asked me to find out who you were,” Dahlia said. “And if I found your father along the way—perhaps even revealing the Unseelies’ whereabouts—all the better. But it was never a priority, no.”

“So you lied to me too?” Kayla clenched her hands into fists. 

“It was never my choice. I had to follow Ophira’s orders.” Dahlia picked up her cup again and held it in her hands, but Kayla still noticed the slight tremor. “You are not the only one who has bargained with Ophira, you know. I am bound to the Seelie Queen as well.” Her cat eyes found Kayla again. “But I was willing to take the risk of drawing her wrath on me so that I could keep the promise I had given your mother.”

Kayla glanced at the pendant in her hands. Her wrists still looked burned and raw from the cold iron. If she hadn’t had the necklace with her, the trip to the Unseelie Court could have ended way worse. That necklace had saved her life, and Dahlia had risked a lot to give this heirloom to Kayla, if she was telling the truth.

“Ophira must never find out that I gave you Amhrán’s casket,” Dahlia said.

“I won’t tell her.” Kayla slipped the necklace around her neck. “How much do you know about my mother?”

“Not very much, I’m afraid. Back then, there was little talk about the Unseelies here in the mortal world and so I never thought she could be one. And I never even met your birth father.” 

There was a brief pause, in which Kayla could hear the raven Bran caw somewhere downstairs.

“Even if it repulses me to send you back to the Fair Folk,” Dahlia said, “I must advise you to do so. Too much is at stake. I may have doubts about the faeries myself, but we all have loved ones to protect.”

Kayla drew in a trembling breath. “I know I need to go back. But I will have to ask for another favor. Two actually.” She paused, plucking at the ragged skirt of her dress. “My friend Abby, she bears the banshee’s curse.”

“Oh, honey.” Dahlia clutched a hand to her chest. “I’m afraid there is nothing we can do for your friend. The only way to avert this curse is to not die, and death is inevitable.”

“Are you absolutely certain there’s no cure for this?”

Dahlia leaned back in her chair, clicking her tongue. “I don’t know of any magic strong enough to break this curse. But there is magic I have little knowledge of. Perhaps you will find more than one answer at the Elder Tree.”

“That’s all I needed to hear.”

“I’m always glad to help.”

“One more thing,” Kayla said, “That protection spell you placed on me and my family all those years ago... has it worn off?” 

“Why would you think that?”

“Because Titania found my dad when I was eight.”

“Since our last meeting, I’ve been trying to understand why my spell no longer protected your human father. It shouldn’t have failed,” Dahlia said. “As for your own protection spell, it began to wear off the moment you set foot in Tír na nÓg. But it still works on your mother and brother and I made sure it will stay that way. And before you ask, yes I will protect your friend Abby too.”

“Fay told me faeries rarely make use of such words,” Kayla said, “and technically I’m one of them, but... thank you.”

“You’re unlike most faeries,” Dahlia said with a smile. “Never change that.” And then Dahlia pulled her into an unexpected hug that reminded Kayla of Deirdre. There were now people in both worlds worrying about her.

Kayla hugged Dahlia back tightly.
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The window in Dahlia’s room had been opened, admitting fresh winter air and a cacophony of city noises. After the scenic serenity and abundant nature in Tír na nÓg, Kayla’s senses were overwhelmed with all the noises and smells of a big city.

When Kayla had entered the room, Nooa had hobbled outside, barely looking at her. Only then did she realize how much she’d come to like Nooa. Back at her first revel, Nooa had made her feel welcome. He had never treated her like an outsider, not once. Maybe he’d only been nice to her to help Fay trick Kayla into thinking the faeries meant well. But Kayla liked to believe at least some things had been genuine.

Kayla settled into a chair beside the bed and looked at her friend, who was wrapped up in a blanket, her head resting on a pillow. Her hair was sprawled out, turned copper by the light of the bedside lamp. Half of her face was still swollen, but the wounds were clean now. Dahlia had given her a sedative as well. Now all Abby needed was some rest, she’d said. And some cold compresses later on.

Dahlia had forced some bandages and cooling ointment on Kayla’s burned wrists too. Kayla had refused at first, not wanting to part from her father’s watch, but the pain had grown unbearable. Now the watch was resting in her pouch where it couldn’t hurt her.

Abby stirred, mumbling under her breath. For a moment, all of Kayla’s worries dissipated, her lips spreading into a smile and her chest filling with warmth at the sight of her friend. Kayla thought of endless nights of hot cocoa and trashy movies, of laughter and hugs, of a normal day. There was nothing she longed for more.

Abby shifted in her bed, her eyelids fluttering. Then her eyes opened fully and found Kayla’s. “This is messed up,” she said in a hoarse voice.

Kayla leaned forward on her chair. “Abs...”

“I thought you’d left me.”

“I would never—”

“How could you not have told me any of this?” Abby’s cheeks began to show some color again. “You’re my best friend. Don’t I have the right to know when you find out you’re a faerie?”

“I haven’t known long...” Kayla wanted to take Abby’s hand, but something held her back.

“But that’s not all,” Abby continued as if Kayla hadn’t spoken. “You’re not just any faerie. You’re the niece of the evil queen who also happens to have told me that I’m destined to become one of the undead. Hilarious!” And then Abby laughed a crazed, disturbed chuckle. She ran a hand through her hair, giggling, while tears welled from her eyes.

Kayla rose from her chair and squeezed onto the bed next to Abby. She pulled her friend into a tight hug and Abby let her.

“Our lives are a mess,” Abby said in between sobs and giggles. 

“I’m so, so sorry, Abs.” Kayla nuzzled at Abby’s shoulder. “If I knew this would happen, I would’ve never left you. This is all my fault.”

“Kay, no.”

Abby tried to pry Kayla away from her side, but Kayla would never let her go again. She clung to Abby like she was drowning and Abby was the lifeline she needed to save her.

“You’re right,” Kayla said, now crying herself. “This is all so messed up, and that’s my fault. I left Chicago to find my dad. A-And now...” She pressed her face into Abby’s shoulder, her tears soaking the fabric of Abby’s torn shirt. “It’s my fault he’s gone... if it weren’t for me, Titania would have never...”

“He died to protect you,” Abby said. “He wouldn’t want you to blame yourself for that.” Her fingers stroked the spot between Kayla’s shoulder blades. It was an absent-minded gesture, something Abby had done countless times before, when they had cuddled up on the sofa

Kayla allowed herself to relax a little, the tension leaving her shoulders.

“It’s like I lost him all over...”

“I know, Kay. I know.”

“And he wasn’t even my f-father. I’m a faerie, Abby. I’m not who I always thought I was. I...”

“Shh, Kay, listen to me,” Abby said, her hand rubbing Kayla’s back. “I know who you are, okay? You are Kayla Whittemore. And I don’t care if you’re a faerie or a human. Sure, you could have better relatives, but family is about so much more than blood, right?” She placed one hand on Kayla’s chin and forced Kayla to look up. “You and I, we’ve been friends forever. We’re closer than most sisters. And nothing will ever change that, do you hear me?”

Kayla blinked away some tears. Abby was crying too, and something about that made Kayla swallow back her own tears. Her mind raced with a thousand things she wanted to tell Abby, but none of them would be enough.

She placed her forehead against Abby’s and whispered, “You’ll always be my sister too.”

They stayed like that for a while until Abby drew back a little. “So much is changing,” she said, her eyes darting from her hands to Kayla’s face. “I mean, look at you now. You have pointed ears! And those beautiful purple eyes. How’s that even possible?” She gave a shaky laugh and Kayla couldn’t help but join in.

“All these years of trying to find the faeries,” Kayla said, “and I was still surprised when I woke up in Tír na nÓg. It felt like being dropped into a dream and I—” She stopped herself when she noticed the frown on Abby’s face. “What’s wrong, Abs?”

“I don’t want to turn into a monster,” she said, her voice cracking. 

“That won’t happen. I’ll make sure of it.”

“But you heard that Titany or whatever her name was. There’s no way out of this!”

“Yes, there is, and I’ll find it.” Kayla cupped Abby’s hands in hers. “I promise you.”

Abby stiffened. “You’re going back to the faeries?”

“I don’t want to leave again. I really don’t,” Kayla said, head drooping. “I’ve been away for so long, missing out on so many things... but I can’t come home, not yet. Titania wants me, and she’ll stop at nothing to get me. I can’t risk anyone else getting hurt.” 

“She wants me too,” Abby said. “And she already came after me once, even when you weren’t here.”

“That will change. She could have gone after my family too, but she didn’t.”

“Because they’re not a banshee...”

“No, because Dahlia placed a spell on them a long time ago and she can protect you too.”

Abby’s eyes filled with tears once more. “Those faeries don’t sound like very nice people.” 

Kayla pondered that for a second, thinking of all the ways Ophira and Fay had deceived her. And while Fay’s betrayal still stung, she was beginning to understand why she’d done it and how much she regretted it. “There are good ones and bad ones,” Kayla said. “But the same is true for humans, isn’t it?”

“I guess so...”

“And there are both humans and faeries who are counting on me.” Kayla looked at Abby, who wouldn’t even be here if it weren’t for her, and she thought of Fay, who was waiting for Kayla’s decision. Two completely different people from two worlds who needed her to make things right again.

“You’re talking about that girl, aren’t you?” Abby asked. She fidgeted with the sheets, not meeting Kayla’s gaze. “I saw you two at the club. And when you didn’t come back the next day, I blamed her for it.”

“Abby...”

“No, it’s fine, okay?” Abby said in a tone that made it clear it was not okay. “But I don’t want you to leave again.”

“Me neither.” Tears trickled down Kayla’s cheeks and into Abby’s hair. 

“There’s no one in this world who I love more, and I know if there’s anyone who can get us out of this mess, it’s you. But Kay...”

Kayla straightened, wiping at her tears. “Yes?”

“Please come back to me. I couldn’t bear it.”

“I’ll always come back to you.”
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After that, there was only one thing left to do.

Kayla sat down at Dahlia’s desk, her gaze wandering out the window. The late January sky was gray, the thick fog swallowing up part of the city. But Kayla knew she was facing north and that somewhere up there was her home, a two-story red brick building with a small yard out front. The winter weather would have killed most of the plants her mother had worked so hard to cultivate throughout the last year.

It was late afternoon and her mother and brother would soon sit down to have dinner. Kayla could just picture them, how her mother would get up three more times after putting down the food because she had forgotten to bring drinks or put out silverware. And Theo would poke whatever vegetable their mother had cooked before grudgingly stuffing it into his mouth, followed by a piece of potato or meat. He’d gobble it all down with surprising speed so he could play some video games afterward.

Kayla pictured walking up to her house. In a way, standing outside her home was the most ordinary thing. She had done it countless times before, every afternoon when she had returned from school and had to search her bag for her keys. But this time it wouldn’t be a backpack filled with textbooks weighing heavy on her shoulders. It would be the grief of having lost her dad once more. The blood of a faerie—both Seelie and Unseelie—pumping through her veins.

And the knowledge that her mother had lied to her all these years.

So much had changed. In those few days she’d spent with the faeries, Kayla had found more answers than she could have ever asked for. Her brain still refused to accept that what she’d learned was the truth. That Eileen and Alasdair weren’t her real parents.

That she was a faerie too.

Despite of it all, Kayla ached to be with her family more than ever. Just one more time, before going back. A moment of her ordinary life.

But the best way to keep them safe was to stay far away from them.

An itch on her palm drew Kayla’s gaze to her hand. The mark of Ophira’s bargain was faint but stung as if it were new. Could it sense what she was about to do? If it did, Kayla didn’t care. She would no longer listen to the Seelie Queen. Besides, Kayla had already broken one rule when she left the Seelie Court without permission. The damage was done.

Kayla took the piece of paper and pen Dahlia had given her and wrote:

––––––––
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Mom,

I can’t put into words how sorry I am. For months I left you worrying about me, and there’s no way I can make up for the pain I’ve caused. I want you to know I regret leaving the way I did. You didn’t deserve to be treated like that, because I know now that all you ever wanted was to keep me safe.

I left to find answers. I had to find out what happened to Dad. I’ve learned a lot in the meantime and I wish I could tell you all about it, but I’m afraid it’s not the time yet. Know that I am safe and protected. I’m with the faeries now and I learned it’s where I’m from. 

Tell Theo how much I miss him and that I never intended to leave him. I’m sorry that I missed his birthday.

I promise I will come back as soon as it’s safe again.

Love,

Kayla 

––––––––
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She sat still for a moment, letter clasped in her hands, and stared out the window. It hadn’t occurred to her that all the time she’d spent wishing for a family she once had, she missed out on the family that was still there. All the fights she had with her mother, they’d been about her dad. More than once she’d run away, brooding at Abby’s instead of taking her brother to the movies or some basketball game.

Kayla had thought finding her dad was the only way to make her life whole again. But it had shattered into pieces.
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A NEW PATH
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Fay leaned against the wall, listening to the receding footsteps of Maeve and Oilibhéar. Inside Dahlia’s shop the air was always warm and filled with scents that made Fay long for the vast fields of the Seelie Court.

With a sigh, Fay reached into her pouch and pulled out the acorn. She’d felt it appear during her conversation with Maeve and Oilibhéar. Her hands trembled as she opened it and pried the small parchment from it.

Return to the Seelie Court at once. - Queen Ophira

Her heart skipped a beat. Ophira must have heard about what they’d done. Fay thought of Oilibhéar, who had tried to convince her to go back, and of Kayla. She considered the parchment for another moment before stuffing it back into the acorn and tossing the acorn into one of Dahlia’s potted plants.

When she joined the others upstairs, Dahlia was shoving some vials and several small tubs into Kayla’s arms.

“It doesn’t hurt to take some of this stuff with you,” she said. “I labeled them, their names and what they’re for. This one’s for Nooa.” She smiled at the faerie in question, who lounged on the sofa, his bandaged leg resting on a pillow.

“Are we really doing this?” Maeve asked. “Come on, the Elder Tree? We’d have more luck trying to find a beetle in a field full of flowers!”

Dahlia made a tsk noise. “Now, there have been several reports on that tree. Most of them mention the Isle of Llyr, so I suppose that would be a good starting point. You’ll find it. Kayla carries a piece of it, after all.”

Maeve didn’t look convinced, but she still accepted the arrows Dahlia gave her and put them in her quiver. Fay wondered what other weapons Dahlia was stashing at her place. 

“You don’t have to come,” Kayla said. She paused packing her pouch to glare at Maeve over the worktable. 

It didn’t fluster Maeve in the slightest. “You’re right. I don’t. But it’s a chance to bring peace to my people, so it looks like you’re stuck with me.” She challenged Kayla with an unwavering, stubborn gaze that could send a knight to his knees. To Fay’s surprise, Kayla held it. 

Nooa stood up, one leg slightly shaking. “I am in, too.”

“What are you talking about?” Maeve snapped her head toward him. “You’ve just been injured!” 

“You are the one who is always telling me to take risks.” He shrugged. “Well, so here I am, willing to take a risk.” 

“But I was wrong, okay?” she said, her facing turning scarlet. “I always do this. I always force you into situations you can’t handle. A-And I hurt you...” Her amber eyes filled with tears. She crossed her arms in front of her chest, sniffling. “It’s my fault.”

Nooa closed the distance between them, wincing at each step, and pulled Maeve into a hug. “You are right,” he said. “It is your fault I got injured.”

Maeve lifted her head, looking both hurt and furious. 

“You never taught me how to use a sword.” Nooa laughed and brushed a kiss on Maeve’s forehead. 

“You’re an ass,” she said, smiling.

Nooa ruffled her hair, and she shoved him away, but he just drew her in again.

Oilibhéar was trying not to look at them—and failing. “It is time we leave,” he said. “I shall return to the Seelie Court to bring the news.”

“He’s right,” Dahlia said. “Go on now. I’ll take care of things here.” She winked at Kayla. “Until we meet again.”
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They parted ways with Oilibhéar in the Faery Path and continued down a narrow tunnel. After walking for a while, they finally took a break. Though the Faery Path wasn’t entirely safe, its many nooks provided at least some protection. Once they had sought out a cave that lay hidden, Kayla watched Fay light a bonfire, which was impressive considering the damp ground and the lack of proper firewood. They munched on a bunch of mushrooms they had gathered along the way, staring into the flickering flames.

Nooa soon dozed off. Maeve was braiding her hair beside him, her bow and quiver resting by her side. Her gaze flicked toward Nooa and she winced. 

“It’s not your fault,” Kayla said. Her voice sounded odd and disembodied.

Maeve looked back at her but said nothing.

“You haven’t told me yet how it happened.”

“Didn’t seem like you were interested.” Maeve finished braiding her hair and got up. “But since you’re asking, Nooa tried to distract the giant Tegid Foel with his flute. He thought it might like his music.” She looked down at Nooa’s bandaged leg. “It didn’t like it at all.” She grabbed the Faery Light and murmured something about “grinding stones” before she left. 

A painful heaviness tightened Kayla’s chest as she watched Maeve wander off, the light growing smaller and smaller.

Kayla and Fay sat side by side, with little distance between them. Kayla kept watching Nooa over the flames so as not to face Fay, but she could sense Fay’s presence, the warmth radiating off her, and her fingers itched to reach out for Fay’s.

“Are you certain you want to do this?” Fay’s voice was only a whisper in the quietness of the Faery Path.

Kayla lowered her gaze to the flames. “I don’t know what to think about all of this,” she said. “But I need to do something, to keep Abby and my family safe. And to stop Titania from causing more harm.”

Fay’s hand settled over Kayla’s. “You chose the right path. I’m sure of it. That necklace has to mean something.”

“I hope so.” Kayla tilted her head, smiling wearily at Fay. “I have had little time to think about what it means to be a faerie ever since I found out about Tír na nÓg and my parents.” She intertwined her fingers with Fay’s.

“And what do you think now?”

“The faerie world is not my place, but I don’t belong to my old home anymore, either.” 

“You don’t believe that, do you? Because you are part of the Seelie Court,” Fay said, squeezing Kayla’s hand a bit tighter. “Even more than it seemed. That crown is a burden I do not wish to carry, and now the burden is yours.”

Kayla leaned closer toward Fay. “It’s only one of many now.” If someone had told her a while back that she was not only a faerie but also a princess, she would’ve laughed right in their face. All she had wanted was her dad, but she’d gotten a lot more than she bargained for. 

“It’s not too late for me to do the ceremony,” Fay said, tracing small circles on Kayla’s hand with her thumb. “When we get back to the Seelie Court, I can do it.”

“Would it change anything? I’m still heir to the crown as well and Oilibhéar said it, Titania will make sure I get that crown and rule her way. She’ll kill both you and Ophira if she has to.” With a shudder, Kayla remembered Fay’s bloodless face staring up at her, and it made her sick to the stomach.

Fay’s hand stilled on Kayla’s. “My fear of the ceremony led to this, but... I couldn’t do it. It would’ve changed me, would’ve changed my blood and who I am. It would’ve separated the last tie that still bound me to my mother.”

Kayla nodded. “I would never want to give up memories of my father. Even taking off his watch... it was all I had left of him.” Now it was stuffed into her pouch, tucked away like all the things of him that were left.

Kayla untangled her hand from Fay’s, wiped a tear from her cheek, and touched the necklace at her throat with shaking fingers. She was getting used to the constant beating. “Titania wanted me and she wanted whatever this necklace can do.” More tears were trickling down Kayla’s cheeks but she let them. “And because of that, Titania killed him... he didn’t deserve that.”

Fay took Kayla’s hand back into hers, pulling her closer to her side. “No, he didn’t,” she said. “We can’t bring back the dead, but Titania will pay for what she’s done to all of us.”

The necklace at Kayla’s throat beat even faster now. “I always believed I’d see my father again,” she said. “I-I miss him s-so much...”

“It’s okay to miss him. But even without knowing him, he sounds like a great father and—” Fay’s voice broke off and she drew in some air. “I think he wouldn’t want you to blame yourself.”

A laugh escaped Kayla through all the tears. “He always knew how to pick me up when I was feeling d-down. Just like you.” She tried to suppress another sob. “Y-You know what’s the worst part about him being gone?”

Fay pressed her to her side. “No, tell me.”

“After the night he vanished, everyone said he was dead, but I never believed them,” Kayla said, tears streaming down her face. “And I refused to go to his f-funeral, because funerals are for d-dead people.” Even more tears burst from her eyes and she tried to stop them, but so many years of grief were breaking through the wall she’d built up around it. “My mom wouldn’t listen and she dragged me there. I ran off and I-I...”

Fay held her tight. “You’ve never had your chance to say goodbye.”

“N-No.” She buried her face at Fay’s shoulder.

“Would you wish to say goodbye now?”

Kayla looked up at Fay through blurry eyes. She couldn’t read Fay’s expression. 

“It’s not the same as a human funeral,” Fay said, “but we have this ceremony for loved ones we’ve lost. Do you... I mean, only if you want to.”

“Yes.”

Fay pulled away a little and retrieved a tiny packet from her pouch. “Each faerie carries the seed of Sochána with them,” she said as she opened the packet and took out a single seed. “Whenever a Seelie dies, there will be a public funeral where all of the court attends. But this,” she beckoned at the seed, “this is more personal. It is something you do alone, in the quiet, to mourn the person you’ve lost.”

“How does it work?” Kayla asked. The flow of tears had finally abated, the last of them silently trickling down her cheeks. 

“You plant it.” Fay glanced around the cave. “I know this place is not ideal... we usually do this close to our home. But I don’t think this would work in the mortal world.” 

Kayla scooted closer. “It’s okay,” she said. “This place is neither Tír na nÓg, nor the mortal world, right?”

Fay nodded.

“Then it’s somewhere between the two worlds I’m from,” Kayla said. “My dad would like to have his memorial here.”

Fay’s eyes glimmered in the light of the flames. “I think so too.” She scrambled onto her knees, her free hand testing the ground. “Here’s a good spot.” As she began to dig away soil, Kayla leaned in to help her.

Once there was a little hollow in the ground, Fay placed the seed into it and smoothed the soil over it.

“But wait.” Kayla clasped Fay’s shoulder with her dirt-covered hand. “There’s no sunlight in here. The plant will never grow.”

Fay picked Kayla’s hand off her shoulder and moved it over the tiny heap of soil. “Can you feel it?”

“Feel what?” Kayla asked, but in the same moment she detected a buzz of energy coming from the ground. The pendant at her throat responded with a thud. As the buzz grew more pronounced, the soil split open and revealed a green stem. It wriggled and writhed until it was about four inches tall and a little bud had formed at its head.

“One day soon,” Fay said, “this will be one of the most beautiful flowers.”

Kayla looked down at the plain stem. It was the prettiest thing she’d ever seen. Fresh tears welled up in her eyes and she nuzzled up at Fay’s shoulder.

“We’ll find the Elder Tree,” Fay said and brushed a kiss on Kayla’s head. “And once Titania’s defeated, you and Abby and your family will be safe again.”

They sat in mutual silence, the only sound coming from the crackle of the fire. As Kayla watched her dad’s flower grow, a heaviness was lifted from her heart.

The past nine years Kayla had spent in a haze, each waking moment thinking about her dad, hoping to see him again one day. To have him back in her life, the way it used to be. And somehow through all this pain of missing him, aching for him, she’d forgotten how to live. 

Now she drew the first real breath in years.
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A word from the author
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Dear reader,

I hope you have enjoyed reading Kayla and Fay’s story as much as I have enjoyed writing about them. It means the world to me that you took the time to go on this journey to the land of Tír na nÓg, and I’d love to hear about your experience. So please consider leaving a review on Amazon or Goodreads. 

If you’d like to be the first to hear about any upcoming new releases, you can sign up for my mailing list here: http://eepurl.com/gqbgJv

I hope to see you around!

Sarah
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