
        
            
                
            
        

     
 
In the 
Shadows
 
 
 
 
Erica Cope
 


In the Shadows
Copyright © 2013 Erica Cope
First Edition
All rights reserved.
 
No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the author, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages for review purposes only. It cannot otherwise be circulated in any form of binding or cover than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.
 
This book is a work of fiction and any resemblance to any person, living or dead, or any events or occurrences, is purely coincidental. The characters and story lines are created from the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.
 
Cover Design by White Rabbit Designs &Creations
 


Chapter One
 
 

It’s dark in here. There’s a soft golden light surrounding me, casting eerie shadows on the stone walls. I see Brian’s face, his dark eyes pleading with me to stop. But I can’t. I look down at the glowing orb floating in the palms of my hands and I know what I need to do. I take aim and a blast of light hits him directly in the chest. His eyes widen in shock and the smell of burnt flesh fills the air as he combusts into nothing.   
An evil voice cackles loudly from beside me causing me to jump. I turn and Dugan, king of the Dark Elves, is reaching out for my hand.
Instinctively I pull away only to have him grab my arm. His long, razor sharp finger nails bite into my skin. I try to yank my arm out from his grip but it’s no use. Blood drips down my arm in five intricate looking crimson lines.
“Come to me.”
“No!” I scream at him, but he just laughs.
 “One way or another you will come to me. You will break the curse. It is your destiny.”
 I wake up drenched in sweat and panting like I just ran up eight flights of stairs and my heart is about to pound right out of my chest. A thorough examination of my arm shows that it’s perfectly fine and I remind myself to take deep breaths; it was only a dream.
I’ve had the exact same nightmare every day for the last month.  I destroy Brian and then Dugan tells me I’m one of them.  You would think I’d be used to it by now, but I don’t think I’ll ever get used to the fact that Brian’s dead because of me. I killed him. The worst part is, I don’t think I really feel bad about his death, but more about the fact that I don’t regret that he’s dead. I’m pretty sure that’s not a normal response. It makes me feel like maybe there’s something wrong with me. Maybe there’s a part of me that is evil.
“Mia, are you okay?” Mom knocks gently and turns the knob of the locked door.
“I’m okay, it was just a bad dream,” I say, catching my breath.
“Another one?” She sounds curious, her voice full of worry like she’s afraid I’m on the verge of a mental breakdown.
“Yeah.”
“Want to talk about it?”
“Not really,” I tell her, trying to shake it off.  
“Mia, you know if there’s something going on in your life, something that’s upsetting you, you can talk to me, right? I’d understand.” I know that she’s just trying to comfort me from the other side of the door and that I should get up to unlock it but I’m frozen in place unable to breathe.
Besides, what can I tell her?
Oh, Mom it’s nothing much. Just a legion of evil Dark Elves that want me to unleash them upon the human world and because I refused they tried to kill me and my boyfriend but instead I actually ended up killing a co-worker of mine who had turned out to be just as evil as he was creepy and I don’t really know how to feel about that. Meanwhile, I’m trying to keep up with my schoolwork like a normal teenage girl, while constantly worrying about the impending retaliation from the Dark Elves.  
But I can’t really tell her that, now can I? Is it really any wonder that I’ve been having nightmares about dear old Dugan and the inevitable war between the Light and Dark? I finally get up and unlock the door, allowing her to come inside.
“I think I’m just stressed out, you know, with everything going on. Cheerleading tryouts are this week, plus there’s preparing for finals and work.  I don’t know.  It’s just a lot.” I try to convince her that it’s nothing more than that, but I’m not sure how well it worked. She continues to study me with concern.
“You just seem different the last few months,” she says with a forlorn smile. “Are you sure there isn’t anything I can do to help?”
“No, I’ll be fine. Just got a lot going on right now.”
 “Alright, honey. I’ll be in my studio if you need anything. I’m going to try to get in a little work before Maddie wakes up,” she says, glancing at the clock on my bedside table. “You better get up and ready or you’ll be late for school.”
 “Okay, Mom,” I smile at her.
As soon as she leaves, I drop the smile and fall back onto my bed lifting the faded yellow comforter over my head. My dreams aren’t always so vivid. They definitely don’t always feel that real. But when they do, it takes my heart a while to calm back down to a normal beating pace.
I need to take a shower and relax. I also need to get ready for school, but all I want to do is go back to sleep and dream normal dreams like any other ordinary teenage girl. Alas, when you are the daughter of the King of the Light Elves, I guess you’re anything but ordinary.
I thought being captain of the cheerleading squad this year was going to be stressful enough. Little did I know that halfway through my senior year of high school, I’d be thrown into a whole new world where creatures of mythology actually exist and I happen to be one of them. Partly anyway; my father may be an elf, but my mom is very much human, which makes me a Half-blood elf princess.
 It all started when I discovered that I had the magical ability to heal people. One day, back in December, there was a terrible snow storm. On my way to work, I saw that Brian, a creepy co-worker of mine, was walking in the freezing cold with no coat on. I was just trying to be nice so I offered him a ride. Then right as we were getting ready to pull into the parking lot of the movie theater where we worked, I lost control of the car and he was thrown right through my windshield.
He split his head open and I thought he was dying. Panicking, I pressed my hands on the gash across his forehead, trying to stop the bleeding. Little did I know that my hands are like magical Band-Aids and just a single touch can heal. As soon as Brian realized what I had done, he rushed off to go inform the twisted Dark Elf king, Dugan, that I might be the prophesied one destined to break the curse placed on them by Sól, the Sun Goddess.
Dugan, who as it turns out is also my uncle, was desperate to discover the one that the prophecy refers to since it states that a Half-blood child of a sovereign one ‘can heal the Cursed’. And well, being the only known Healer, it seemed pretty obvious the prophecy referred to me.
Greyson St. Clair, who I had a giant crush on at the time, showed up just in time to whisk me away to Álfheimr, the kingdom of the Ljósálfar, also known as the Light Elves, and informed me of my parentage as well as other disturbing facts. There’s nothing more surreal than discovering that not only are you part elf, but that your father is the King of the Light Elves, you have magical abilities, the boy you’ve been crushing on was only around because he was sent (by aforementioned King) and has been watching you your entire life in order to protect you from evil Dark Elves. Oh, and also, said crush is 187-years-old. Learning all of that in one day? Honestly, I’m surprised I didn’t have a mental breakdown.  
Yeah, it’s been one heck of a year so far.  Now it’s the beginning of April, and I have to run cheerleading try-outs this week, turn my college applications in before my mom realizes just how much I’ve been procrastinating, then of course there’s prom, followed by graduation in May. Throw in preparations for the inevitable war with the Dark Elves and is it really any wonder that I seem ‘different’?
My phone beeps indicating that I have a text message. I reach for it on my bedside table and see that it’s from my boyfriend, Jacoby Dahl.
 
Jacoby: Wanted to tell U Im enjoying brkfst @ the castle. Prob much tastier than the  crap U R eatin.
 
I almost text him back letting him know I had another nightmare but he’d just appear in my room and then I’d definitely be late for school. I’ll just tell him when I see him. So instead of worrying my boyfriend I simply text back:
 
Me: You wish! Nothing is better than my chocolate-dipped chocolate chip granola bars
Jacoby: Autocorrect?
Me: I plead the 5th
 
He finds it amusing that I insist on using proper English while texting. I just can’t help it. I like to spell things correctly.
 
Jacoby: U should b better @ this than me. U were raised by humans smh C U later <3
 
I can’t help but smile at his exuberant display of text-savvy knowledge. Jacoby always has a way to distract me and make me feel better no matter what.  
Though, I have to admit, his knowledge is pretty impressive for a guy who grew up in the Underworld being raised as the Dark Elf prince.
I’m not the only Half-blood child of a sovereign one. In Dugan’s attempts to get his hands on the one who was destined to break the curse, he hunted down Jacoby’s parents and murdered them. He then attempted to ensure the prophecy would be fulfilled by raising a Half-blood himself. Luckily, his plan didn’t work. In fact, I think it’s safe to say it completely backfired when Jacoby was the one who actually helped me escape the Underworld.  
Now that my heart rate has slowed to a somewhat normal level, the sinking feeling you get like you know something bad is about to happen comes over me. I shake it off, assuming it’s just leftover anxiety from my dream.
I shower quickly and throw on a blue lace dress, white cardigan and my tan sandals. I tend to wear dresses more often now since spending so much time in Álfheimr where that is all that is in my closet. I guess I have sort of gotten used to them.  I cannot, however, bring myself to wear heels. Flats are definitely the way to go. It’s not that I have a hard time walking in heels or at least not more than the average girl, they just are so freaking uncomfortable I can’t imagine anyone wanting to endure the pain all day. I pull my still damp hair around my shoulder and braid it.
When I bound downstairs to grab my breakfast I hear the morning news filtering in from the living room. Mom must’ve left it on because she’s already out in her studio. I locate the remote but before I can flip it off, something catches my attention.
 “The FBI, Riley County Sheriff's Office, and Kansas Highway Patrol are looking for eighteen-year-old Seth Lewis of Manhattan after he was reported missing last Monday morning,” the female newscaster reports. “If anyone has any information they are asked to call the following number.”
She rattles off the number but it doesn’t register in my brain—I’m too focused on the boy’s face—one that I know quite well. My best friend Hannah and Seth have been dating since last fall. She must be freaking out!
But, wait--he’s been missing for a week now. How did I not hear about this sooner? Why didn't Hannah tell me? I wonder if he ran away? Maybe she knew that he ran away and that's why she hadn't mentioned anything, because she was keeping his secret. As strange as it seems, whenever there is a report of a missing person I always find myself hoping that they just ran away and that they weren’t abducted. Running away, at least, means that they made the choice to do so. But why would he do something like that? He's eighteen, surely he would have no reason to run away from home? That just seems strange. I have to get to school to talk to her.
I grab my usual bar of chocolaty goodness from the pantry before walking out to my piece of junk car. Lately my car has been giving me some grief. I mean, it’s not exactly in the best condition and so I should’ve been expecting it to fall to pieces eventually. I was just hoping it would at least get me to school and back for the last few months. I’m seriously considering letting my step-dad, Paul, buy me a car for graduation after all.
Of course, if I got desperate, I could just transport myself there, but I try to avoid doing stuff like that. After all, I’m not supposed to tell anyone about the Light Elves or the fact that I possess certain abilities. I’m pretty sure vanishing from one place and appearing in another would be a dead giveaway that, as much as I wish it wasn’t so, I’m most definitely not your normal seventeen-almost-eighteen-year-old-girl.
 


Chapter Two
 
 
Jacoby and Grey are both waiting for me when I finally pull into the parking lot at school. Jacoby grins widely when he sees me, but Grey appears irritated which annoys me. It’s not like I want him to have to babysit me like this. Alberico insists that at least one of them needs to be near me at all times, not both of them. But Grey takes his job very seriously so he hasn’t slacked off on his babysitting duties even though Jacoby rarely leaves my side. Even when I’m home, he’s nearby keeping a look out for any suspicious behavior though I never actually see him for myself.
I secretly imagine him hiding in a tree with a telescope or binoculars complete with face paint to camouflage himself. But he’s way too serious to really do something that fun. On the other hand, that would be right up Jacoby’s alley. In fact, I’m kind of surprised he hasn’t tried to pull something like that yet.
“Good morning, Lark,” Jacoby greets me with the nickname he bestowed upon me so affectionately when we first met. He coerced me into singing for him and I really can’t carry a tune so of course he nicknamed me after the bird specifically known for its melodious song.
He thinks he’s funny.
He rarely calls me by my real name any more.
He’s wearing a navy blue flannel shirt, untucked and only partially-buttoned with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, and artfully-holey jeans.  His auburn hair is messy in that on-purpose sort of way and his perpetually-mischievous green eyes are sparkling at me.
“You’re late,” Grey points out rather grumpily. I guess his irritation stems from the fact he had to hang out with Jacoby while waiting for me. I don’t think Grey and Jacoby will ever be BFFs but I do hope that one day, preferably sooner than later, they can at least move past being barely tolerable towards each other.
“I am not,” I argue, and glance at my phone to check the time. “I have exactly two minutes until first period.”
“Yeah, well, we better hurry if we are going to make it to class in time.”
“I’m not going to class this morning,” Jacoby announces. “I just stopped by to tell Lark good morning.”
 “Jacoby! You can’t skip. We have a test today in Mr. Shilling’s class,” I remind him.
“Seriously, Lark, you know I’m not here for the stimulating academic atmosphere. It’s not like I need to graduate to get into college or anything. I’m only here for you.”
“Exactly,” Grey interjects. “You are supposed to be here protecting her, making her safety your top priority.”
“Yeah, well, I’m not really the responsible one in this trio, now am I?” Jacoby smirks. “Relax, Mr. Intensity, Alberico okayed it. He’s sending someone else to watch nearby while I’m gone. Besides, aren’t you always complaining that you don’t really need me here anyway?”
“Where’re you going?” I ask him before Grey can respond. I’m not really in the mood for any bickering this morning.
“Isobel asked me to meet with her this morning. She said it’s important,” he says with a sort of nonchalant shrug but there’s something off in his voice. I think he’s trying to brush it off like it isn’t a big deal when in fact, it probably is actually important. Anyway, I don’t think his aunt would ask him to skip unless it was.  I'm glad that Isobel and Jacoby are spending time together and getting to know one another. She's the only family he has left now.
 “As long as Alberico gave his permission.” I don’t want him to get into any trouble with my dad.
“Isobel said she cleared it.”
 “Tell her I said ‘hi’.”
“I’ll be back before lunch, okay?”
“Okay.” I stand on my tippy toes and kiss his cheek. “See you later.”
He glances around the parking lot to make sure nobody’s paying attention then walks off into a nearby cluster of trees, scans his surroundings once more for good measure, and then he vanishes.
I stand there staring at the spot where he just disappeared a little too long. Grey clears his throat to catch my attention.
“Sorry, I was just distracted,” I tell him as I shake my head back into the present. We walk towards the school. Since Jacoby’s gone for the morning, I know that Grey won’t leave my side except during class and even then, he will be waiting outside my classroom before the bell rings. It’s kind of frustrating actually because I spent the better part of first semester being extremely confused by his behavior.
 Greyson’s a pretty boy—it’s an elf thing. They’re actually all out of this world beautiful, but I’ve always had a soft spot for his eyes. Nobody else has eyes like his. They’re an unusual, but gorgeous, shade of indigo-blue. He wears his dark hair long, almost to his chin, in order to disguise his slightly pointed ears.  
When he started school at MHS last fall, he caused quite the stir amongst the female population. It always struck me as odd that he only ever talked to me.
I had a major crush on him. That’s until I found out that he has seen me in diapers. That sort of freaked me out, but nothing would’ve changed my feelings if he would have given us a chance. He was completely adamant that we could be nothing more than friends. I know the logistics of a relationship with an elf do not make sense. But the heart wants what the heart wants.
He, however, didn’t think I was worth it so I moved on. I moved on to somebody who does think I’m worth it.  But even though I’ve moved on, that doesn’t mean I can escape Grey. Since my father has placed him in charge of protecting me he’s always around, which gets a little awkward since Jacoby’s usually nearby as well.
“How are you feeling?” he asks as we approach the glass doors that lead into Manhattan High School.
“Good,” I lie. I absentmindedly start to twirl a strand of my hair around my finger. Grey reaches out and pulls my hand down. The warmth of his hand causes a jolt to my system and I instinctively pull my hand away.  There was a time I would have been thrilled that he was holding my hand. But things are so very different now.
“I know when you are lying. I may not be able to tell from your aura like your boyfriend, but I can tell because I know you. Everything about you. Including your nervous habits.” He touches the side of my face. “You seem upset today.”
I stare at him for a moment, trying to decide whether or not I want to talk to him about it.
“Fine, I had another nightmare,” I blurt out.
“Another?” Grey tilts his head to the side curiously, stepping close enough to me that there’s hardly any space between us. I take a deep breath, catching a whiff of apples and sandalwood and I find myself comforted by the familiarity of him.
“Yeah, I’ve been having them almost every night since….you know.” It’s been weeks but I still struggle to say the words out loud. It’s difficult to even think them: I killed someone.
“What happens?”
I look around to make sure no one is paying any attention. Everyone is so absorbed with their own gossiping and exchanging of possible theories about what really happened to Seth that I don’t have to worry about anyone overhearing me.
After I tell him what happened in my dream, Grey seems to ponder everything I just told him for a moment before speaking again, “You know that you aren’t like them, right?”
He doesn’t have to explain, I know he means the Dark Elves.
“I hope not,” I say without looking at him.
“You are not evil. You didn’t kill Brian for pure enjoyment. You were trying to defend your people. There’s honor in that.”
The bell rings signaling the start of first hour and I still haven’t made it to my locker yet. Then I notice the Missing Person posters that now clutter the walls of the hallway. I scan the hallway for any sign of Hannah's strawberry blonde hair but I don't see her. 
“Did you hear about Seth?” I ask Grey.
“Yes.”
“Hannah must be so upset, but she hasn't said a word to me about it.” I'm still baffled by this. Why wouldn't she talk to me about it? Her boyfriend is missing for goodness sake! It's kind of a big deal and surely she would've noticed before now. I mean, if Jacoby was gone for a week, I'd notice. Heck, I'd notice if he was missing for a day. 
“I am afraid there may be more to the story,” Grey says.
“Do you think--?”
“It’s easy to jump to that conclusion right now, after all, people disappear all the time without any help from the Dökkálfar so I believe we should wait until we have more information before assuming the worst. However, I have a bad feeling about this.”
“Is it wrong to hope that he just ran away? His parents must be so worried, but still—”
I don’t have to finish my sentence. Grey knows that believing Seth ran away on his own accord is much easier to swallow than thinking the Dark Elves had anything to do with it.
Grey and I walk in uncomfortable silence side by side to my locker. He stays with me until I gather all my books and then he walks me to my first class. I guess he doesn’t care that by doing so he’s making himself even later.
“I’ll see you later,” he says softly.
“Yeah, see ya.” I turn to go but he suddenly grabs my arm to stop me. “What?”
I turn to face him, his stance has stiffened and his eyes are narrowed at something or someone behind me. I follow his gaze—past Mrs. Coleman who’s watching me curiously, probably wondering what’s going on—and my eyes fall upon the gangly figure sitting in the front row in the desk next to mine and shock hits me like a Mack truck.
Ethan’s back.
Grey pulls me back into the hallway and I stumble over my feet trying to keep up.
“What’s he doing here?” I ask. The last time I saw Ethan was the night Hannah and I were attacked in the parking lot of the movie theater. He’s one of the humans who, like Brian, had been working undercover for Dugan in his attempts to kidnap me and force me into breaking the curse placed on the Dark Elves by Sól.
“I don’t know, but I’ve got to get you out of here.”
“Grey, I can’t—”
“Mia,” he whispers frantically. “Just, please, for once, don’t be stubborn. Just let me get you out of here.”
              I nod to let him know I’ll be good and reach out my hand to him. He pulls me behind him out of the nearest exit and back into the parking lot, heading straight for the tree line. As soon as we are hidden from view, our fingers entwine. A moment later the world spins and we’re surrounded in a bright and warm golden light.
 


Chapter Three
 
 
He transports us into the familiar white stone walls and shiny marble floors of the main hall and leads me down the south wing of the castle. Grey stops the first servant we see, a dark-haired elf with severe, pointy features, and demands to know where Alberico is. I think his name is Xavier but I have a hard time keeping everyone’s name straight.
“I’m not sure sir, I believe he was in his sitting room,” he says with a slight quiver in his voice.
Greyson is still holding my hand as we make our way further down the stone hall to Alberico’s private sitting room. Alberico can often be found in there, he said it’s his favorite part of the castle.  
He knocks twice and waits for Alberico to grant us permission to enter.
My golden-haired father is standing behind an easel, paint brush in hand. His shoulder-length corn silk hair is tied back away from his face. He isn’t wearing his usual kingly robe or crown, but instead just the everyday attire of the male Light Elves that typically consists of a tunic and pants. I’m not all that interested in fashion, but if you ask me, the male elves got the short end of the stick. The tunics they wear are typically a pale, solid-color with absolutely no embellishments and they only wear plain dull, neutral colored pants. The ladies however are always dressed in lovely, floor length dresses with long bell sleeves and intricate designs.
The simple blue tunic he’s wearing today brings out the brightness of his eyes. You wouldn’t think he was old enough to be my father, in fact his youthful appearance still freaks me out on occasion but that’s how all the Light Elves are. They are pretty much immortal but they still age—just at a much slower rate than humans. He’s actually over 300-years-old but looks maybe twenty-three, twenty-five tops.
“Ah, Mia, my dear. To what do I owe this pleasure?” He flashes me a beaming smile from behind a canvas. He quickly throws a sheet over whatever it is that he was working on. I didn’t even know he could paint.
“Ethan was at school today,” Grey interjects and Alberico’s expression falters.
“What?” Alberico turns his attention away from me and focuses intently as Greyson tells him what we know, which really is nothing, but I take advantage of their momentary distraction to call out to Jacoby using Mind-Speak. We’re the only ones, that we are aware of, who possess this skill.
Most elves have normal elemental magic abilities. Alberico is a Fire user, Grey is Earth, and Isobel is Water.  Jacoby and I stand out not only because we’re the only Half-bloods here, but we’re also Spirit users. We can’t control any of the normal elements but he can see auras, I can heal, and we can exchange telepathic secrets.
“Jacoby, are you here?  I’m in Alberico’s sitting room.”
“Yeah, I’m here. Isobel and I just got back. What are you doing here? You can’t get on to me for skipping if you are going to turn around and do the same thing.”
“I’m not skipping—not exactly anyway and definitely not willingly.”
“Are you okay?” The teasing tone is completely gone from his voice.
“I’m fine. Ethan’s back.”
“Isobel and I will be right there.”
While waiting for Jacoby to appear, I wander over to the painting of the rose garden with the stone water fountain that was painted by my mother and now resides in a place of honor among the rest of the paintings in this room. I want to sneak a peek at what Alberico’s hiding underneath the canvas but if he wanted me to see, he probably wouldn’t have covered it up in the first place.
I wonder if he has painted any of the pieces in here. I make a point to examine each painting for a name in the corner but most of them are so swirly that they’re hard to decipher. I can’t read the individual names, but it’s obvious that there are several by the same artist. I guess it really wouldn’t make much sense for him to have his own paintings in here. It would seem a little pretentious and that’s really not Alberico’s style. Still, I am curious…   
 There’s a knock on the door and Jacoby and Isobel enter the room, followed by her husband, Finnegan. I instantly feel better as soon as his hand is holding mine. Jacoby and Isobel listen patiently while Grey fills them in on what he just told Alberico.
“What do we need to do?” Grey asks Alberico once he’s finished catching Jacoby and Isobel up to speed. Alberico has his chin resting on both of his hands as though in prayer with a faraway look in his eyes.
“She needs to be kept safe and Álfheimr is the safest place for her,” Isobel suggests. Anxiety rises from the pit of my stomach, because as much as I love Isobel and know that she has my best interests at heart, there’s no way I can stay hidden here forever—
“We can’t expect her to hide out forever,” Jacoby interjects on my behalf as though reading my mind, which he probably did. I’ve gotten better at blocking him so he doesn’t hear every fleeting thought, which is good because that could get pretty embarrassing, but every once in a while when I get upset I forget to put up my mental wall and he hears everything.
 He’s pacing frantically like he does when he’s extremely anxious about something.   “Why can’t we just get rid of him?”
“We can’t just ‘get rid of him’. We don’t work like that. We cannot just kill someone. It goes against our nature. But I forget, you are lacking in that particular area of morality,” Grey retorts.
Against our nature? Is he trying to say that Jacoby can entertain thoughts of killing bad people because he was raised by the Dark Elves who don’t think twice about committing such crimes or is he saying that it’s the human part of him that is the reason? What does that say about me? Is my human side more prominent than my elf side? That would make sense I guess since I lived as a human for seventeen-years before discovering my elfish heritage.  
Alberico takes a seat on a nearby plush chair, patiently watching the exchange between Grey and Jacoby. Duke Finnegan seems anxious standing off to the side with his wife Isobel. They’re quite the handsome couple with their matching dark hair. But while Isobel’s kind eyes are a sea green, Finnegan’s are a blue so pale they are almost white and not nearly as friendly as his wife’s.
Freya, a flaxen-haired castle servant, enters and waits docilely by the door as though guarding it. The idea is almost laughable as she is so petite that she could easily be overpowered.  
I stand in the center of the room watching Jacoby and Grey like a tennis match. Nobody has been able to get a word in yet between them.
I was hoping the two of them were past all of this—they rarely speak, but it’s still a vast improvement over the constant ‘my penis is bigger than yours’ crap they’ve pulled before. With this latest development though it seems they are reverting back to their old argumentative habits.
I guess Jacoby thought a more direct approach would be better than running away.  He probably would’ve attacked Ethan on the spot. He’s known to be a little reckless whereas Grey tends to overthink every tiny little thing.
I think they both are equally exasperating.  
“Did he say anything to you, my dear?” Alberico asks me, with only concern evident in his twinkling sky-blue eyes. He may look just slightly older than me, but his regal nature makes it obvious he’s every bit of his 330 years.                
“No. He didn’t get a chance. As soon as we saw him Grey pulled me out and we transported here.”
Alberico appears to be contemplating something as he rests his hand upon his chin again before saying, “While I think that Grey was right to bring you directly to the castle, I feel Jacoby is also right in saying that we cannot expect you to stay hidden forever. Not because it would be impossible, but rather because I suspect you wouldn’t tolerate it. “
He’s exactly right of course.  I made it perfectly clear over Christmas break that I was not just going to disappear. At that time I was more worried about what it would do to my Mom. Now, I’m just tired of being scared.  
“Are you planning on allowing her to return to school?” Finnegan asked Alberico.
“Oh, I suspect it would prove nearly impossible to keep her away, don’t you?”
“She has been known to be a little on the stubborn side. And I mean that in the most affectionate way as possible.” Finnegan bows his head slightly in my direction. “But if you wish to allow the princess to return to school, I think we should increase the protection around her.”
Alberico’s eyes light up and his mouth twitches upward slightly. He is obviously surprised at Finnegan’s suggestion and pleased that he’s actually acting like he cares what happens to me.
I, too, appreciate the sentiment, but I don’t want another babysitter.
“Grey and Jacoby aren’t enough?”  The frustration in my tone is obvious. Two babysitters are more than I can handle already. I can’t imagine how annoying another one will be.
“I do not doubt their capability, my dear. I just feel it is important that you are surrounded with as much protection as we can possibly provide you until you graduate and can be here full-time.”
“Can’t I carry around pepper spray or something?”
“What is that?” Alberico asks, curiously.
“Never mind,” I mutter.
“Why don’t we ask Adele to enroll in school with Mia? She could offer extra protection,” Finnegan suggests.
Alberico stops me before I can speak. “I know you don’t like the idea of having so many ‘babysitters’, as you call them, but Finnegan has a point. Adele would be able to be around when Grey and Jacoby were unable to and the added protection would make me feel much better.”
I’ve always liked Adele so I suppose if Alberico is going to insist on infiltrating my school with more elves, I’d rather it be her than anybody else.  
Isobel wraps her arm around me in a comforting sort of way. Her green eyes are paler than Jacoby’s and her pretty chocolate brown hair is pulled up into an elaborate braided bun today. She nods her head at me as though encouraging me to just suck it up and accept the fact that Alberico has my best interests at heart whether I agree with his decision or not. And because she always reminds me of my mom, I give in.
“Fine.”              
“Freya,” Alberico addressed the meek servant. “Would you please bring Adele to me?”
“Of course Your Majesty.” Freya curtsies before making her swift exit.
We all stand around silently waiting for Freya to return with Adele. A moment later she does. The two petite, fair-skinned blondes look like they could be related standing side by side. Freya’s long hair is braided down her back but Adele’s is cut short in a pixie cut that flatters her delicate features and long neck. She looks striking in a pale green dress with lace overlay that makes her violet eyes even more vivid than usual.
“You called for me, Your Highness?” Adele curtsies first to Alberico and then to me. “It’s nice to see you, Princess.”
“Adele, I’ve told you, please call me Mia.” I sigh. I really hate this whole ‘princess’ thing. It just doesn’t feel right. She smiles in acknowledgement before turning her attention back to Alberico.
“Yes, a situation has arisen and I was wondering how you felt about attending high school?”  
“I can’t say the thought has ever crossed my mind. Why do you ask?”
Alberico explains the current situation and Adele listens with intent interest.               
  “What can I do?” She asks when he finishes.
“I’d very much like it if you will enroll in school with Mia.”
“Of course,” she responds brightly.
“Wonderful. I am immensely grateful,” he tells her before looking over to Grey.  “Let’s get her schedule fixed so Mia has at least one of you in all of her classes so she is never alone.”
From Alberico’s tone, I know he means business.  I’m sure I won’t even be allowed to use the restroom alone any more, which isn’t exactly an exaggeration now that I have a female guard as well.
              Oh boy.
 


Chapter Four
 
 
Today has been awful. The nightmare, finding out one of my classmates is missing, then Ethan showing up again which resulted in Alberico assigning me another babysitter….all I want to do is take a nice, hot bubble bath and relax. It’s 4 o’clock when I’m finally able to get away from Álfheimr. Paul’s still at work as expected but I’m not sure where Mom and Maddie are.
 I start my bubble bath and grab the new book that Jacoby gave me for Valentine’s Day. I haven’t had a chance to read it yet and since today seems like a good day to get lost in a different world, it’s the perfect time to start it.
The bath fills slowly and I kick myself for not just taking advantage of the personal spa in my bedroom at Álfheimr. My jetted tub there fills up within a few seconds even though it’s twice the size of our ordinary bathtub here.
I’m just about to get in when my phone rings. With a sigh, I wrap myself up in a thin blue towel and once again regret not taking my relaxing bubble bath in Álfheimr with the fluffy white towels that feel as soft as a cloud.
By the time I dig it out, I’ve missed the call but my phone chimes again indicating a voicemail. I sit on my bed and listen.
“Mia! Where the heck are you? Cheer clinics were supposed to start 30 minutes ago!  I didn’t see you at all today and Kinsley said you just disappeared right before first hour? What’s going on with you?” Hannah yelled at me in her message before growling and hanging up the phone.
I can’t believe I forgot about cheer clinics! I get dressed immediately and instead of wasting time driving to school I make a last minute decision to transport to a secluded bathroom and just hope that I don’t transport on top of anyone using the restroom. I’m not really sure how I’d explain that, not to mention it’d be just plain unsanitary.
A moment later I’m alone in one of the stalls in the school’s smelliest bathroom. I stand quietly for a moment, plugging my nose, and wait to see if anybody’s in here.
When I don’t hear or see anybody and I’m sure the coast is clear, I open the stall and run to the gym where cheerleading clinics were taking place.  I enter the gym and see Mrs. Dawson, the head cheerleading coach, sitting at the top of the bleachers focused on her phone. This isn’t a big surprise since she technically just has to be here supervising--the clinics are always run by the graduating seniors. I wave letting her know that I’m here but she doesn’t look up from her phone and I bet she doesn’t even realize I wasn’t here to begin with anyway.
I scan the rest of the gym until my eyes find Hannah. Her wild and curly, strawberry blonde hair is easily spotted—that and the fact that she is pacing around the north side of the gym frantically with both hands on her hips and an angry scowl on her face.
I rush over to her ready to apologize. Grovel even.
“Where have you been?” She hisses from behind clenched teeth.
“Sorry! Something came up,” I try to explain knowing that nothing I can say will make her understand. It’s hard when I can’t tell her everything. Sometimes I really regret the decision to wipe her memory clean of the Light Elves after that disastrous night so many weeks ago when Hannah and I were ambushed by a group of  Dugan’s followers at the movie theater. “But Hannah, we need to talk. What happened to--”
She holds her hand up to stop me.
“Whatever, we don’t have time for this. Let’s just get started,” she says before turning her attention to the forty-five underclassmen stretching and practicing their jumps. “Okay ya’ll, Mia is finally here so we can begin.”
  “Hi!” I try to sound enthusiastic but I know it sounds forced. “Well, um, I’ll be teaching you guys a simple chant and a cheer today. Then Hannah and Kinsley will lead you through a short dance routine,” I announce to the anxious group of girls.
 I wish I could sound more reassuring.  I know how they all must be feeling right now. I remember feeling so nervous on my first day of clinics so I try to smile soothingly at them the way Isobel always smiles at me but I don’t think I’m quite as successful.
“Then on Wednesday we will work on tumbling, followed by a review session of the material you’ll learn today. On Friday, we’ll do a simple stunt followed by more reviewing. Try-outs will be Saturday morning. You’ll need to be here by 6 a.m. sharp in order to get a number. We’ll split up into groups of three. You will be scored on how well you perform the material, as well as your tumbling and stunting capabilities. Does anybody have any questions?”
A small freshman with blonde hair pulled into a high pony tail complete with three different ribbons and way too much make-up on raised her hand.  “What should we wear to try-outs?”
“You should wear comfortable shorts and a t-shirt and tennis shoes. Any other questions?”
A junior named Aniston, who I recognize from my Girls P.E. class, raises her hand. “When will we know if we made the squad?”
“We will have the results about an hour after try-outs are over. Anybody else?”
Nobody else raises their hands so I continue, “Okay, let’s begin. Please stand up.”
I proceed to walk them through the chant first, then the cheer. After my part’s finished Hannah and Kinsley teach them the dance routine. It’s pretty easy to tell which of the girls have experience and which ones are fresh meat. Some of them catch on quickly but others need more one-on-one assistance.
Finally 6:30 rolls around and the first day of cheer clinics is over. I wait until everyone leaves before trying to talk to Hannah again. When she sees me coming, I can tell that her anger hasn’t completely subsided.
“Are you going to tell me what’s up now?” she asks, concern plainly written all over her face. She knows that I wouldn't normally forget something as important as this, but that doesn't mean she's going to let me off the hook easily .
“I just got sidetracked, that’s all.” I hate that I can’t explain everything to her.
“Sidetracked?” she questions me disbelievingly. “Why did you leave school with Grey? I thought you were with Jacoby now?”
Geez, Kinsley has a big mouth. She’s probably telling everyone that I’m a complete floozy cutting class with a boy that’s not my boyfriend. Kinsley’s a little resentful towards me so I’m sure she is enjoying letting everyone know what a slut I am. She has had a crush on Grey since the beginning of the school year and never could believe he was interested in me.
Well, he wasn’t.
 I mean, he kind of was but not anymore.
At least I don’t think so.
It’s complicated.
“Grey and I are just friends. That’s all we’ve ever been. You know that. He, um, needed my help. For personal reasons. So I was helping him.” I try to shrug casually in hopes she would realize it wasn’t a big deal. Then for good measure I add, “Jacoby knows all about it so it’s not like I was doing anything behind his back.”
I feel the need to at least explain that much. I don’t want my best friend thinking anything scandalous about me.  But I can’t help but feel a little irritated. Doesn’t she realize that I wouldn’t just blow her off for nothing? That there are about a million other things going on in my life right now?
Of course she doesn’t. She has no idea. That’s the problem, I remind myself.
“Whatever Mia. It doesn’t matter. The fact is that you have been acting weird for weeks now. I don’t understand what is going on with you. I mean, I know you have a boyfriend now but—”
“It’s not that,” I assure her. “It’s just--it’s just complicated. I wish I could explain—”
“I thought you could tell me anything,” she says sadly before turning around and walking away from me. 
“Wait a second!” I call after her. She stops and turns around with her arms crossed.
“What?” she asks, her voice dripping with irritation.
“You just said you thought I could tell you anything but what about you?” I ask. “I heard about Seth this morning. Why didn't you tell me? I mean, are you okay? Do you know what happened? I don't understand why you wouldn't tell me?”
“Because you're never around anymore.” She shrugs like she's gotten used to it but I can see the tears start to well in her eyes before she turns and walks away from me again. A part of me wants to chase my best friend down and fill her in on all of my secrets but I can’t.
I walk out of that smelly gym remembering how just a few months ago Hannah, Seth, Grey, and I attended the Homecoming dance together in this very room. Things were so different then. That was back before I knew anything about Álfheimr or Light Elves and Dark Elves.
That was a time when I was just an ordinary teenage girl with a crush on a swoon-worthy boy and the most serious thing I had to worry about was whether or not he was going to kiss me good-night.
Things were totally different now.  
 


Chapter Five
 
 
Before I head home, I send Jacoby a text asking him to call me later. I still haven’t had a chance to really talk to him yet with Ethan’s appearance and everything that followed.
What’s Ethan doing here? What’s it going to be like with three babysitters at school tomorrow? What’s Adele’s story going to be? Will she ‘live’ with Grey too?
Grey and Jacoby have a house here in Manhattan just off of Tuttle Creek Blvd. I don’t think that they ever actually stay there though. They just keep it up for appearances and to have a legit address on file. As far as this small Kansas town knows, Grey and Jacoby are cousins. Jacoby’s parents died leaving him an orphan but his uncle and aunt took him in. There really isn’t an uncle or aunt to speak of, of the human variety anyway. Grey just uses a little elfish memory manipulation to persuade people to believe that story. Elves don’t really like messing with humans’ heads like that, but Alberico thinks it’s a necessary measure to ensure my safety.  
The drive home seemed to take a million years but finally I’m sprawled out on my bed about to fall asleep when I hear the front door unlock and open and my mom’s and Paul’s voices carry up the stairs.
“It’s just not like her. She better have a good explanation for it.”
Before I even have time to sit up, Mom barges into my room with Paul trailing closely behind her.
“Where have you been?” she demands.
“At cheerleading clinics?” I answer slightly confused since I told her I had cheer clinics tonight before I left for school this morning. Oh crap. School. Better just act innocent.
“You know very well that’s NOT what I’m talking about! Why weren’t you at school today?”
Crap. Crap. Crappity crap crap.
“Well, uh, um, I just, uh,” I stutter, unable to come up with a reason why I skipped school since telling her the truth was obviously out of the question.
“Senioritis.” I hear Jacoby’s voice inside my head. “Or blame it on me. Tell her I convinced you to skip with me and we spent the whole day out at the lake.”
“She already hates you enough, I’m not throwing you under the bus like that!”
“Exactly, she already hates me so it will be easy to convince her I coerced you into it.”
“I don’t like this idea.”
“You better hurry and say something before she gets even more pissed at you for ignoring her.”
“Um, I just felt like skipping today,” I try to explain. “Everyone else does it and I’ve never done it before so I thought I’d try it. I don’t see what the big deal is. It was a one-time thing.”
“What?! That is hands-down the worse excuse I’ve ever heard!” She throws her hands up in the air in exasperation. “Everyone else does it so you thought you’d try it—seriously, Mia? And I’m sure if they were all jumping off a cliff you’d want to try that too?”
“It depends.”
“On what?” She practically growls at me.
“On if there’s a lake under said cliff.”
“This isn’t a joke.”
“It kind of is, Mom. I mean, didn’t you ever skip class in high school?” She blinks and I can tell from her reaction that she did but doesn’t want to admit it.
“That’s beside the point, young lady.”
“Look, I’m sorry. Really, I am. I just needed a mental health day. I won’t do it again. I promise.”
“You better not. I’d really hate to have to ground you,” she threatens. “Consider this your official warning.”
“Got it.”
“Okay, well, Good night.”
“Night, Mom.”
I lay back down on my bed and shut my eyes. As exhausted as I feel, my mind’s still spinning.
“Is the coast clear?” Jacoby asks me using Mind-speak.
“Yes.” I reply and a moment later he appears in my room.
“Hey, Lark.” He saunters over to my bed and sits down beside me. My heart starts to thump having him here, sitting on my bed. I’m not sure which makes me more nervous, the hot boy next to me, or the fact that my mom could walk in at any moment.
He pulls me closer and I snuggle up to him. I inhale his woodsy scent and exhale a breath of sweet contentment.
“How was your day?”
“Let’s see, it started off with yet another nightmare, then I find out my best friend's boyfriend is missing and she didn't feel like she could talk to me about it—Best Friend of the Year over here,” I add sarcastically before continuing, “Ethan is back, then of course there’s the fact that I completely forgot about cheer clinics which made Hannah even more mad at me than she already was. I doubt she ever speaks to me again now. Oh, and then to top it all off I had to listen to Mom lecture me about skipping school—for the first time ever I might add. Other than all of that? It’s been pretty good. It’s better now though,” I answer as I snuggle up closer to him. “How was yours?”
“You had another nightmare?”
“Yeah.”
“The same?”
“Of course. It’s been the same for weeks now. Ever since—“
“That night,” he finishes for me. “I’m sorry Lark. I should’ve been there this morning. If I would’ve known you had another nightmare I would’ve stayed,” he assures me guiltily. He knows how these nightmares affect me.
“It’s okay. I was just a little shaken up. Grey helped though.”
“You talked to Grey about it?” He seems a little stunned that I would confide in someone else. The truth is Jacoby may be my boyfriend but Grey is one of my best friends. I had been reluctant at first to share my fears with Grey but afterwards I did feel better.  
It’s funny now that my feelings for him are strictly platonic how easy it is for me to talk to him. Before, I was always worried about whether he liked me back or not. Now that we are just friends I realize how good of a friend he has always been.
“Well, yeah, I mean, he was there and he could tell something was bothering me so he asked and I told him. It wasn’t a big deal.” Even though Grey and I are finally “just friends” like we should be, I don’t want to give Jacoby any reason at all to be jealous of him so I think it’s time for a change of subject. “So how was your day?”
“Smooth change of subject there,” he says with a smile like he knows exactly what my motive was. “It was fine. Maybe good even. I’m not sure yet.” His expression turns thoughtful and it’s only then that I remember Isobel asked him to meet with her. I had been so distracted by everything else today that I never did ask what it was that Isobel wanted to tell him.
“What is it? What did Isobel want to talk to you about?” I ask as I sit up so that I can face him. I may not be able to see his aura to know his mood but I have become pretty good at deciphering his expressions.
“It’s nothing. I’m not sure I want to talk about it yet.” His eyes are sad and there’s only one thing that can trigger such emotion in him.
“It’s something about your parents?” I say the words quietly, testing the waters, not wanting to make him upset but at the same time encouraging him to open up to me about it.
I can tell he is reluctant, not because he doesn’t trust me but because he is still very much affected by what happened to his parents. I don’t think he has forgiven himself even though I’ve tried over and over to explain that it wasn’t his fault. Dugan hunted them because of a prophecy predicting that a Half-blood would be able to free the Dark Elves from the curse placed upon them by Sόl. Jacoby was just a kid. He had no idea he even was a Half-blood. His elf mother, Cordelia, had kept that from him to try to protect him.  
“She took me to our home. The one where I lived with my mom and dad.”
“Are you serious? Where is it?”
“It’s in Missouri. A small town called Diamond. There’s nothing there. In the town, I mean. There isn’t anything remotely interesting about it, unless you count George Washington Carver National Park, which I don’t because to be honest, I don’t find peanuts to be all that exhilarating. It’s just a small town surrounded by lots of wooded area and farmland. It’s a place someone could easily disappear in. Except—“
Except they still weren’t able to hide from Dugan.
“Was it hard? Seeing it, I mean.”
“At first.” He shrugs, “She wanted to try to find the campground we were camping at that night so we were looking for some clues.”
“But why?”
 “She thinks there might be an entrance to the Underworld there. She wants to find it and block it off.”
“An entrance to the Underworld? But how--?”
“The humans working for Dugan, the ones he doesn’t value enough to give an amulet, have to have a way into the Underworld.”
“Oh. Oh, that’s not good. But it makes perfect sense. You think it’s in the forest you were camping in with your family? Did you find the campground?”
“Sorta, it’s over by this river called Jack’s Fork. It has several caves along the bank and there are rumors of a bottomless pool of water in one of them called Jam Up or something like that. Isobel seems pretty convinced that’s where we’ll find the portal to the Underworld. So now it’s just a matter of getting to it.”
“What do you mean?”
“You can only get there by floating down the river. Obviously once we’ve been there once, we can transport there but the first time it’s going to be tricky. I guess the cave is hidden from view.”
“How will you find it then?”
“Isobel suspects I’ll be able to find it better than anyone.”
“Why?”
“She said that it might have its own— its own sort of aura. Sort of like an interruption in the atmosphere.”
“Do you think that’ll work? That you’ll be able to see it?”
He shrugs. “Maybe. I guess we’ll see. We’re going to check it out this weekend.”
“This weekend? Can I come too?” This is such a big deal I feel like I should be there for him. Not that he would ever admit to being upset. I can’t imagine how hard it will be to be taken back to the place where his parents were murdered.
“Of course,” he finally smiles. It's not his usual grin, but it's a smile nonetheless and I'm glad that I asked if I could tag along .
I’m not ready for him to leave yet so in a moment of bravery (or stupidity if my Mom happens to check on me at some point in the middle of the night), I ask Jacoby, “Will you stay until I fall asleep?”
He leans in and kisses me gently, causing tingles down my spine and filling my stomach with warm fuzzies. “I’ll stay as long as you’ll let me.”
And with that, despite how busy my brain had been trying to process all of this new information, I fell into the most peaceful slumber I’ve had in days.  
 
 


Chapter Six
 
 
             As I’m heading to lunch on my first day at school with all three babysitters, I realize it’s not going as bad as I had expected.  Adele’s pretty discreet and doesn’t follow me into the stall when I have to use the restroom after all. Though we do have gym together, so she is in the locker room while I change, but I guess there’s really no way to avoid that.  
               My only complaint is that it’s her first day and already she’s better than me in all of my classes. Apparently Adele’s a bookworm too, only instead of filling her mind with fantasy stories about wizards, vampires, and werewolves like me, she enjoys reading textbooks.
              Nerd alert.
              Seriously, who enjoys reading text books? I mean, I read them because I want to do well in school, but it’s not like I get any enjoyment out of it—other than the good grades anyway. I read for fun and to escape the mundaneness that is reality, to get lost in make-believe worlds where good always triumphs over evil.
              Of course, I haven’t been reading much lately—probably because my life has turned into a fantasy novel. Maybe that’s why Adele reads human textbooks, she’s been living in this mythological world her entire life, and maybe she likes to escape the fantastical with the mundane.
              Whatever her reason behind reading books like Fundamental Molecular Biology and Physical Chemistry is, it doesn’t matter. All that matters is that she’s totally showing me up in our classes and I’m not sure how I feel about that yet.
              She even impressed Mrs. Coleman with her interpretation of Catherine and Heathcliff’s passionate relationship and their destructive natures and how the intensity of it all was the cause of Catherine’s ultimate destruction.  Yeah, I felt like a moron in English for the first time—ever.
              On the upside, Ethan has barely acknowledged my existence and by the time lunch rolls around I decide maybe it’s not so bad having three babysitters after all.  Despite the fact that she makes me feel like an idiot, it’s actually nice having Adele here to hang around with during the day, especially since Hannah’s ignoring me.
              My bodyguards and I decide to eat at school today since it’s pouring down rain and I’m not particularly fond of getting wet. We find a table with two bench seats in the corner of the cafeteria. Grey and Adele take the seat across from Jacoby and me. It’s like we’re on a double date or something. I laugh out loud.
              “What’s so funny?” Jacoby asks.
              “Nothing,” I smile.  I notice Adele and Grey exchange a look but there’s no way I’m going to admit my random thoughts out loud. I don’t want to risk offending them since the idea of the two of them dating would imply they were shirking their guard duties. Nobody could accuse Grey of slacking in his responsibility though. Even when I practically threw myself at him a few months ago he barely even cracked.
              “I’m going to go grab another chocolate milk,” Jacoby announces. “Anybody want anything?”
              “Nope, I’m good, but thanks,” I say.
              “No, thank you,” Adele answers sweetly.
              Grey just shakes his head no and goes back to ripping his roll into shreds which he has been doing intently since we sat down. I’m not going to lie, that kind of irritates me. Those rolls are freakin’ delicious and he’s just wasting it.  
              “I’m guessing we’re working the same shifts again this weekend?” I ask.
              “Of course.” Grey looks up at me. “Why wouldn’t we?
              “I was just checking.” And trying to make conversation to avoid any unnecessary awkward silences while also trying to distract myself from the way you are viciously mutilating that buttery roll of goodness.
              Jacoby’s laughter echoes from across the cafeteria and I know, without a doubt, that he heard my thoughts. I look up and return his smile with a shrug. What can I say? Those rolls are the best.
              Just then Hannah walks in with Kinsley and Beth . She doesn’t so much as look my way as they pass right by our table. I’m not sure which would be worse: her complete disinterest or if she were to give me the stink-eye as she passed. I miss my best friend so much that I’m leaning towards wishing she would’ve at least acknowledged me in some way.
              “Will you be able to get away this weekend?” Adele asks, and I suspect from the note of sadness in her eyes that Grey has somehow filled her in on the fallout between Hannah and me and she is trying to distract me. ‘Get away’ is our code word for Álfheimr since it probably wouldn’t go over so well if someone heard us discussing castles and elves and such.               They’d either try to lock me up in a mental institution or they would just assume we were World of Warcraft gamers or something embarrassing like that.
              “I’m only working Saturday evening this weekend since try-outs are that morning so I should be able to get away Sunday.”
              “Excellent. I know he worries when you aren’t there.” There’s no need to ask her who she’s referring to. I know that he is Alberico.
              Jacoby returns with an extra roll and I stifle a giggle before thanking him.
              I find myself unable to stop myself from glancing over where I know Hannah is sitting and I notice that she's staring at someone across the room. I follow her gaze and realize she's staring at Ethan. They seem to be having some sort of silent communication because suddenly she stands up and meets him over at his table. She sits down and leans in closely to hear whatever it is that he is whispering. 
              “Grey,” I say is a hushed tone. “Do you see that?” I nod over in the general direction of where Hannah and Ethan are sitting. “Can you hear what he's saying to her?”
              “Why is she talking to him?” Jacoby asks and Grey tells him to be quiet.
              “He says that he has a message for her from Seth,” Grey says. 
              “What? He's lying. Is he lying Jacoby?” I ask my aura-seeing boyfriend.
              “I think he might be telling the truth,” Jacoby admits. 
              “He wants her to meet with him after school.” Grey continues.
              “We can't let that happen,” I tell them.
              “Maybe we should?” Adele asks.
              “What? Why?”
              “The information could be of value. Maybe we need to conduct a little reconnaissance mission,” Adele suggests.
              “Okay, but how?” I ask but before she can answer  the bell chimes signaling the end of the lunch hour.
              “We'll figure it out. Just trust us.”
              “Alright. See you guys later,” I say my goodbyes to Grey and Adele though I know I’ll see them both either in class or in between periods.
              Jacoby takes my hand as we walk to our class. I take my usual desk next to him and prepare to listen to yet another boring lecture. At least I have Jacoby’s side comments to look forward to and he definitely doesn’t disappoint. But I'm too distracted to fully enjoy his anecdotes. 
              I'm so wrapped up in my thoughts of all the possible reasons why Ethan is taking a sudden interest in Hannah and how he would have information regarding Seth that the next two classes go by quickly and before I know it, it’s time for P.E.—the only class I don’t share with Jacoby. He walks me down to the locker room where Adele is waiting. I feel like the school day is just one long, slow-paced relay race. Grey, Adele, and Jacoby are the athletes and I’m the baton.
              We’re in our “track and field” unit and since it’s pouring outside we’re running around the entire length of the gym which is repetitive and sucky and doesn’t allow for much conversation.
              “Mia Carrington,” a booming voice says over the speaker. “Please come to the office.”
I change quickly before gathering up my things and putting them in my backpack since there are only about five minutes left in the hour anyway.
I walk down to the office, specifically taking the long way, so I can stop by Jacoby’s class and let him know where to find me after school.
              The door to his classroom’s closed but I know it won’t matter.
              “Jacoby,” I say inside his head. “I’ve been called to the office. I’ll meet you there after the final bell.”
              I can’t see him so I feel a little silly just standing here. I look around and thankfully there isn’t anyone in the hall witnessing me creeping outside my boyfriend’s classroom.
              “I’ll be there as soon as the bell rings.”
              I hear his response. Something about his voice, even just inside my head, always causes my insides to turn all fluttery. I smile to myself.  
              Manhattan High School’s laid out in such a way that it’s impossible to get lost.  It’s divided into six different first floor hallways connected by a large stone commons area in the middle. The second floor is just one giant hallway directly above the commons with a large staircase on either side for easy access. The gym is on the north side of the school, the library’s directly opposite from it on the south side and the office is just right off of the commons directly across from the main entrance.  
              I open the heavy glass door leading into the office and stop at the front desk to talk to Mrs. Green, the little old secretary with graying hair and too-big-for-her-face glasses attached to a silver-beaded chained that’s tucked carefully behind her ears.
              The front of the desk is covered with brightly colored flyers announcing upcoming events but the counter top is pretty empty except for the sign-in sheet and a rather large bouquet of flowers. Mixed in with unnaturally deep blue roses and baby’s breath are several gorgeous solid white flowers with black centers that I would guess to be some sort of lily hybrid.
              “Um, hi, I was told to come down to the office,” I stutter. I’ve never been called to the office for anything so I’m not really sure what to expect.
              “Oh yes, dear. Here you go,” she smiles brightly as she points to the flowers. “Special delivery.”
              “Really?” My birthday isn’t until next week but even then I wouldn’t expect flowers. Nobody has ever sent me flowers before. Mom prefers to paint flowers in lieu of giving people fresh ones. She has painted me many bouquets for my birthdays over the years. She always says that real flowers wilt, but the painted ones last forever so they mean more. It’s kind of weird, but my mom is kind of sentimental like that.
              Of course, I’ve never had a real boyfriend before this year to give me any kind of gift.
              She just nods cheerfully and you would think she was the one getting flowers from her level of happiness at the sight. “I’ve never seen such stunning flowers before!”   
              Assuming the flowers are from Jacoby to cheer me up, I pluck the card out and open it immediately.
 
You’ll be mine soon enough.
 
              My heart stops.
              That certainly didn’t seem like something Jacoby would say to me. Mrs. Green has gone back to shuffling through some paperwork so she isn’t paying any attention to me.
              I clear my throat to catch her attention, “Excuse me?”
              “Yes, dear?”
              “Do you know who these are from? They aren’t signed,” I ask.
              “No, dear. I’m afraid I don’t. I went to use the ladies room and when I returned they were just sitting there, nice and pretty, on the countertop.”
              That’s very weird. An unsettling feeling comes over me as I stare at the unusual blooms.              
              Just then the final bell rings dismissing school for the day. I pick up the large crystal vase of flowers and walk over to one of the benches just outside the office to wait for Jacoby. I set the flowers beside me, still wondering about the mysterious sender and trying not to allow myself to consider the possibility that the flowers are from Dugan. I don’t want to think about it.
              Only a moment passes before I see his face amongst the crowd. He smiles widely at me with his sparkling green eyes and the butterflies in my stomach flutter like they always do when he’s around but this time the butterflies are competing with the acidic bile in the pit of my stomach that’s threatening to overtake them.
              The crowd parts and as he gets closer, his smile melts away when he sees my expression.
              “What’s up?” he asks, a worrisome frown upon his face.
              I wordlessly hand him the note. His eyes narrow as he reads the words then he looks more closely at the flowers and his eyes widen in surprise.
              “No. That can’t be possible,” he whispers more to himself than to me as he grabs the bouquet out of my hands.
              “What?”
              “Those flowers,” he says as he points to the white and black blooms, “are Noctis vigeo.”
              “They’re what?
              “Night Bloom,” he says expectantly like that should somehow make sense to me. When I still look confused he reverts to speaking in my mind, “Flowers of the Underworld.”
              “So it is--.” My voice cracks as a flood of emotions overtakes me. I knew when Ethan showed back up here that the Dark Elves weren’t exactly hiding anymore but now—”
              “Where did you get them?” Jacoby interrupts my thoughts. 
              “Special delivery,” I respond quietly. “I thought they were from you but then I read the note.”
              “Damn. This isn’t good.”
              “No, it’s not. First Ethan comes back and now this,” I gesture to the flowers. “What do you think--”
              “What’s going on?” Adele says as she and Grey approach us, concern etched into her face. 
              He fills them in and Adele promises that she will stay with me during cheerleading clinics so Jacoby can go to Álfheimr and report it to Alberico.
              He tucks my hair behind my ear and as the tears begin to pool in my eyes, he pulls me closer, “Hey, hey, relax. We’re going to be okay. I won’t let anything happen to you.”
              He brushes the tears away and presses his lips to the top of my head.
               “It’s not just me I’m worried about.” The faces of all of my family and friends flash before my eyes and my heart aches at the thought that something bad could happen to any one of them.
              “I know but you just have to have faith that we’ll be okay. All of us. C’mere.” He pulls back so he can look at me but keeps his hands on my shoulders. “What are you doing tonight?”
              “Spying on my best friend,” I deadpan.  
              “After that I mean,” he says with a slightly amused smile.
              “Um, nothing actually. I thought I’d just go home and hang out with the family. I figure I have some major sucking up to do after skipping school the other day.”
              “So I guess I should probably steer clear of your house tonight then, huh? Since my delightful presence won’t exactly work in your favor with your Mom.”
He tries to brush it off as a joke but I can tell it really bothers him that my Mom doesn’t like him. It’s not like she’s ever been flat out hateful to him but she doesn’t really hide her disdain either—which isn’t fair at all because he hasn’t done anything to deserve her contempt.
              “No, you know what? You should come over. If she’d just spend some time with you, I bet she wouldn’t be able to resist your charms.”
              “I don’t know,” he says reluctantly before smiling slyly. “I mean, obviously I could put on the charm if I wanted to but I’m not sure you could handle the competition when your mother falls in love with me.”
              “Ew.”
              “Come on, Lark, you know it’s true,” he winks.
              “Mia, clinics start in ten minutes,” Adele reminds me. “We better get there if we're going to keep an eye on Hannah.”
              “Oh gosh, okay.” I return my attention to my cocky boyfriend. “I have to get to clinics. I’ll see you later. That is if you can fit your oversized head through the front door.”
              “Lucky for me, if that happened to become an issue I could just transport myself out there.”
              “Show-off.”
              “I won't be gone long, okay?” he says seriously. 
              “Okay.”
              “Don't let my girl out of your sight, Adele.”
              “Naturally.” Adele smiles sweetly and she looks so delicate that it’s hard to imagine someone so small being powerful enough to protect anyone.
              I kiss his cheek as I tell him good-bye.
              “So are you just going to watch from the sidelines?” I ask Adele as we walk towards the gym.
              “I don’t know. I think I’ll give it a go and see what this whole cheerleading thing is all about.”
              “You’re going to try to learn the material?” The thought of Adele as a cheerleader makes me laugh even though I was on the verge of tears just moments ago.
              “Think I have what it takes?” she teases, as she links her arms with mine and it reminds me of Hannah.
              “You’d probably be better than me to tell the truth.”
              “How did you end up on the cheerleading squad anyway?”
              “I was sorta recruited I guess. The varsity coach, Mrs. Dawson, was my freshman Botany teacher. She told me that I would be the perfect size for a flyer and asked me to try out that spring. I figured it’d look good on my college applications, you know extracurricular activities and all. And it turned out that she was right, I’m kind of a natural flyer. I was the only sophomore on the varsity squad, so I technically have the most experience which had a lot to do with the decision to make me captain this year,” I explain to Adele as we walk to the gym.
              It’s kind of funny that the whole reason I became a cheerleader was because I thought it would help me get into college, and now I’m thinking about not even going. It’s not that I don’t want to, it’s just that with everything else going on in my life, it seems that a higher education is going to have to take a backseat.
 


Chapter Seven
 
 
             Clinics went about as good as can be expected considering my best friend is still not talking to me. But having Adele there made it a little more bearable. My suspicions were correct and she really is better than me. The girl was born to be a cheerleader. It seems kind of sad that she’ll never get to be one. She seemed to really like it. I’m happy that she is able to experience this, but at the same time a selfish part of me is a little jealous. Is there anything this girl can’t do?
              Most of the other girls who are actually trying out know the material pretty well already and we still have Friday’s clinic to review everything. It’s going to be more difficult than I thought to single out the best of the bunch on Saturday so I’m glad I don’t have to be a judge. I just have to show up and support all the new girls.
              It’s still light out when clinics are over. That’s probably one of the best things about summer approaching—the longer days. The parking lot is pretty deserted as we make our way to my old blue car.
              “Okay, our plan is just to follow her in my car?” I ask incredulously. “Don't you think she'll notice it?”
              “Of course not,”Adele says.
              “What are we doing then?”
              “Acting naturally. Just follow my lead.”
              The weather’s perfect, not too hot yet but not chilly either which is why it surprises me when goosebumps appear on my arms and a shiver runs down my spine. I stop in my tracks at the same time Adele reaches out and shoves me behind her delicate little frame.
              Ethan steps out from behind one of the trees lining the east side of the parking lot and leans casually against the trunk. He’s wearing black skinny jeans and a black t-shirt with a giant yellow smiley face with a bullet hole through the forehead.               His lanky frame is hardly intimidating, but it’s not exactly comforting to be in this practically empty parking lot with him because I’m quite certain he isn’t alone.   
              “You’re kind of small for a bodyguard,” he sneers. “Where’s Pretty Boy and the Traitor?”
              “What do you want Ethan?” Adele asks, sounding irritated, still standing between me and him. I feel the air pressure shift and I know that Adele is preparing for an attack.
              “Her obviously. Dugan wants her,” he answers her before looking over her to me. “If you come willingly, nobody else will be hurt. But if you refuse, things are just going to get worse.”
              “What does he still want with me? He knows I don’t know how to break the curse. And even if I did, I’d never do something like that.”
              Ethan shrugs and I see his trademark cloud of dandruff float from his shoulders. “You’ve been warned. If you don’t come with me, everything that happens from here on out is entirely your fault and trust me, it’s nothing compared to what has already been happening.”
              “What are you talking about?”
              “I think you know exactly what I mean.” He says.
              “What do you want with Hannah?” I demand. 
              “Oh, I have big plans for Hannah,” he sneers, before adding, “Speaking of which.” 
              He motions behind us and when I look back to see what he is looking at, I find Hannah approaching, a hopeful expression on her face.
              “Hi,” she says uncharacteristically nervous. “You said you had a message for me? From Seth?”
              I can tell she is purposefully not looking at me and it kills me because she has no idea what she's getting into. 
              “Hannah,” I say trying to force her to acknowledge me. “You can't trust him. He isn't who you think he is,” I explain lamely. But what can I tell her? She doesn't have any clue about Dark Elves. She doesn't remember that night Ethan attacked us outside the movie theater and if I tried explaining that, she wouldn't believe me anyway. She'd just think I was crazy.
              “Seth trusts him so that's good enough for me.”
              “He's lying!” 
              “Why should I believe you?” She spits out the words.
              “Because I'm your best friend--”
              “Yeah, well, you're never around anymore, are you? Some best friend,” she scoffs before saying to Ethan, “Come on, let's go.”
              “Hannah!” I try to stop her but she doesn't even turn around  but Ethan does, he turns around and smiles maliciously. 
              “Remember what I said, Mia.”
              As soon as Hannah and Ethan are gone, Adele pulls me towards my car.
              “I’ve got to get you home then I’ll head to Álfheimr to fill Alberico in,” she says.
              I nod silently, engrossed in the thoughts swirling around my head like a high-speed tilt-a-whirl. My chest tightens painfully as the pieces are put into place and my worst fear is confirmed.
              “It’ll be okay, Mia.”
              “All those people…Hannah...” The words get choked in my throat.
              “It’s not your fault. Dugan and the Dökkálfar are evil beings. They’ve been pulling crap like this for hundreds of years.”
              “Yeah, but if I would just go with them—”
              “And what? Break the curse? What good would that do? They would only get worse because then they wouldn’t have to rely on their human spies to do their dirty work. They’d have free-range of the world. Trust me, we don’t want that.”
“I know, but—”
              “Mia, there isn’t anything you can do right now.  Let’s just get you home, okay?”
              Adele rides home with me and once she’s confirmed that Grey’s already stationed nearby she fills him in before transporting to Álfheimr. I barely acknowledge Grey’s worried expression before entering my house in a zombie-like state, hating how completely helpless I feel right now.
              Mom isn’t home yet so I just drag myself up the stairs. Once in my room I collapse on my lumpy twin bed wishing, not for the first time, that I wasn’t a Half-blood elf princess—and that the Dark Elves didn’t want me, that there wasn’t a prophecy or a curse or any of it. All I want to do is go back to being a perfectly ordinary teenage girl whose only worry is a pimple popping up the day before prom.
              A little while later I’m awoken by a loud squeal and realize that Mom and Maddie must be home now. I can’t believe I fell asleep but decide that I should definitely take naps more often. I don’t know why Maddie fights hers all the time.
              I hear the TV on in the living room so I head there first to talk to Mom about Jacoby coming over for dinner and to see my baby sister. Mom’s folding laundry while Maddie plays with her My Little Ponies. Her long golden curls now fall to her shoulders and she keeps pushing them out of her face while she plays.
              “Hey guys, when did you get home?” I pick up my little sister and ask her even though she can’t really answer me yet. I mean, she can but I usually can’t decipher what she’s saying. There are a few words she says clearly, (Mommy, Daddy, Mimi, No, Mine, and Cookie are her favorites) but for the most part it’s all still mumbo-jumbo to me.
              Mom doesn’t answer me because she is completely focused on the TV so I turn to see what has her so enthralled expecting it to be some lame soap opera or something, but instead I find myself staring at not one but three teenage faces—all missing in the last two weeks. Seth is now joined by two more students, Dylan and Scott. 
              What if Hannah is next? How could she trust Ethan over me? What did he tell her to make her believe him?
              “Dylan Kiel was reported missing earlier today when his mom discovered that he wasn’t in his bed this morning and that the window in his room was wide open. Scott Hansen’s mother reported him missing a few hours later when the school called to report his unexcused absence. Jodi Hansen stated that she did not report it earlier because she had assumed he stayed at his father’s the night before. All three teens appear to have disappeared sometime between the hours of 10pm and 6am.” It’s the same female newscaster from before and it’s obvious that the growing number of missing people is taking a toll on her.  
              “They’re saying they don’t suspect foul play as of right now but I can’t imagine that this is some sort of coincidence, can you?” my mom asks, her eyes still glued to the news report.
              No, Mom, it’s not a coincidence, not at all. But I can’t tell her that so instead I say, “If they have no evidence to make them think otherwise--”
              “I don’t know,” she says more to herself before finally looking at me with pleading eyes, “Lock your window tonight, okay?”
              “Okay, Mom,” I promise uneasily, knowing that this epidemic of missing people is just going to continue to get worse; more lives will be taken and there isn’t anything I can do about it.  I can’t stand to see the faces anymore but as I turn to leave the room I realize it’s after six and that Jacoby thinks he’s coming to dinner tonight so I better give my Mom a head’s up.
              “Hey Mom, is it okay if Jacoby comes for dinner tonight?”
              She purses her lips. “It’s a school night, Mia.”
              “His parents won’t mind.” It’s not technically a lie after all.
              “Fine, but he has to leave by nine.”
              “Thanks, Mom.”
              I head back upstairs and check my phone for any missed calls or messages from Hannah but of course there isn’t anything. How long can she possibly stay mad at me?
              I lay down on my bed and try to wrap my mind around the fact that three people have gone missing in just the last two weeks. And after the confrontation with Ethan and Hannah in the parking lot, I think it’s obvious that the Dark Elves are responsible for this. I can’t understand why they are targeting Manhattan? Unless I’m only noticing it here because I live here? Maybe it’s happening all over, in bigger cities than Manhattan where a few missing teens is nothing new?  
              I open up my laptop and begin a Google search but nothing out of the ordinary seems to be happening anywhere else. So it does seem to be isolated,  which reinforces what Ethan said earlier—this is all because of me.
              I decide it would be in my best interest to shower now because I'm pretty positive I stink from tumbling. Plus, a nice, hot shower always helps me relax and, to be honest, I'm kind of nervous about dinner tonight.
              I hope that my mom finally gives Jacoby a chance... 
 


Chapter Eight
 
 
             I’m leaning out my bedroom window watching for him like a stalker, but since it’s my house he’s coming to and he does happen to be my boyfriend and not just some random crush, it makes it all seem a little less creepy.
              At least that’s what I tell myself.
              Jacoby arrives at 6 o’clock on the dot wearing a forest green dress shirt complete with matching green and blue striped tie and a silver-wrapped flat square which I assume is some sort of gift. I also assume it’s not for me.  He’s totally trying to suck up and it makes me smile. But then I worry immediately that my mom won’t be very nice to him and it makes me sad. He’s trying so hard to impress her.
              I watch him tug at the tie around his neck and clear his throat nervously before ringing the doorbell.
              I rush to my bedroom door and hang back in the frame while my mom answers the door so I can spy a little longer.
              “Good evening, Mrs. Carrington. Thank you for inviting me to dinner,” Jacoby says as he hands my mom the gift.
              She hesitates and looks questioningly at the thin 8X8 square before saying, “It’s our pleasure, Jacoby. Come on in.”
              Jacoby walks in but turns around to face my mom again, gesturing to the square in her hands.
              “Mia said you don’t like to give people real flowers so I figured receiving them is probably not your thing either, but since I didn’t want to come empty handed I–,” he says nervously, “I thought maybe I’d try my hand at it.”
              He shrugs in the offhanded way he usually does when he’s trying not to make a big deal out of something.
              Realization lights up on my Mom’s face. She gingerly rips off a corner revealing the familiar edge of a canvas. She quickly removes the rest of the paper, gasping when the picture comes in full view. She studies it for a minute before looking back up at Jacoby with wide eyes and a beaming smile.
              “I don’t know what to say,” she laughs. “You did this?”
              “It was harder than it looks,” he admits, and I can practically hear his smirk.
              My curiosity can’t take anymore so I bound down the stairs to see firsthand what Jacoby has painted.
              “Hi! When did you get here?” I ask as I reach the bottom of the stairs. I don’t want them to know I was spying on them after all.
              “Jacoby has painted me a masterpiece!” Mom can barely conceal the entertainment in her voice as she gazes at him affectionately. “Why didn’t you tell me he was so talented?”
              He’s a brown-nosing genius. I’ll have to make him teach me everything he knows.
              I take my first look at the painting and burst in to laughter. I don’t know what I was expecting but I definitely wasn’t expecting to see a replica of Van Gogh’s Sunflowers.
              “Jacoby,” I scold playfully. “Is this a Paint-by-Number kit?”
              “Maybe,” he answers with a sly little grin that makes me just want to kiss his face. And I probably would’ve if my mom wasn’t standing right next to me.
              “Oh good grief,” I tease him. “Look I can still see the number 14.”
              “You can not!” He grabs the painting out of my hands and checks to make sure then narrows his eyes at me.
              “Oh Mia, leave the poor boy alone.” Mom takes the painting back from Jacoby. “I think it’s beautiful, Jacoby. I’ll hang it up in the hallway.”
              “Yeah, right along with all of Maddie’s ‘masterpieces’,” I add. He mocks devastation and I nudge him with my elbow. “Come on, let’s go eat. I’m starving.”
              “Good evening, Jacoby,” Paul greets him as we enter into the dining room that we rarely use. We normally eat in the breakfast nook in the kitchen but since that table only has four seats, we have to eat in the dining room tonight. Paul is still in his navy blue scrubs from the hospital, Maddie is wearing only a diaper since she still hasn’t quite mastered the art of not getting food all over herself. Mom is in an old white t-shirt and faded mom-jeans. Her hair is pulled back in a messy bun at the top of her head and, as usual, she is covered in paint.
              I’m wearing my Hello Kitty jammies since it seemed silly to get dressed again after my shower.
              And Jacoby is sitting here in suit and tie. Well, not the suit part.
              “Why are you so dressed up?” I ask him in Mind-Speak as we sit down at the table.
              “I wanted to impress your mom,” he answers back.
              “My paint-splattered mess of a mom?”
              He looks around the table, at the attire of each member of my family before laughing out loud earning peculiar looks from my parents. “I guess the tie was overkill,” he says as an explanation for his sudden burst of laughter.
              Paul joins in the laughter before saying, “Yeah, I guess we don’t really dress for company.”
              “Oh,” Mom gasps running her fingers through her hair. “I guess I didn’t even think about it. I must look a mess.”
              “You’re beautiful,” Paul assures her. “I like you just the way you are, a paint-covered-hair-matted mess.” He kisses her sweetly causing her to blush. I clear my throat, loud and obnoxiously mocking embarrassment when really, I think they are kind of cute.
              I often find myself wondering what it would have been like growing up knowing Alberico as my father. But when I see my Mom and Paul together, I’m torn because while I suspect that Alberico is still in love with my mom and that makes me sad for him, I can’t deny that Mom and Paul are happy together since they still act like newlyweds after all this time.
              Dinner goes much better than I anticipated. I think Jacoby might have finally won my Mom over. I wasn’t too worried about Paul since Paul’s the kind of guy who acts like you’re best friends after knowing you for ten minutes.
              It’s after midnight now and I’m wide awake . After today my  brain is having a hard time shutting off. I flip through the TV channels until finding a  documentary on European architecture during the Renaissance in hopes that it will distract me.
               It seems strange to me that the 16th century produced ornate, complicated, well-thought out, highly-decorated buildings that remain standing even after hundreds of years yet now in the 21st century, with all of the technology we have at our fingertips, we build simple and boring rectangular buildings that Mother Nature has no problem knocking to the ground.   
              “Psst, Lark, are you awake?”
              “Why are you whispering in my head?” I giggle. “It’s not like anyone else can hear you.”
              “Okay Sassy, so you’re still up?” Jacoby materializes in my room.
              “Shh! You do have to whisper in here!”
              He laughs softly to himself. “Wanna go somewhere with me?”
              “Where?”
              “It’s a surprise.” His eyes are smoldering. “Please say yes?”
              How can I resist?
              “Okay, are jammies appropriate attire?”
              “Always. C’mon,” he says with a smile.
              He holds my hand and a second later we are on top of the Manhattan Hill.  The real name is Bluemont Hill, but I’ve lived here my whole life and I’ve only ever called it the Manhattan Hill because, well, it’s a hill with the word Manhattan spelled out in large white letters. I guess the real name doesn’t really matter since if you just say the Manhattan Hill to anyone here, they know exactly what you are talking about.
              We walk down the narrow path leading to the giant letter H and stare out into the town. The city lights glitter in the distance like millions of lightening bugs.
              “What are we doing here?”
              “I have a surprise for you.”
              He leads me down a little further to a more secluded area hidden by the trees. I see the flickering of candle lights as we approach and eye him curiously, but he just smirks like a giddy schoolgirl--in a completely masculine way of course.
              We get closer and I notice a red and white checkered picnic blanket with a bottle of sparkling grape juice and two champagne flutes as well as a tray of strawberries, chocolate, cheese and crackers. Beside the picnic is the word “PROM?” spelled out in twinkling white tea lights.
              The smile that was already forming on my lips at the sight of the little picnic widens when I realize just how romantic my boyfriend is.
              “Yes!” I answer the unspoken question as I throw my arms around his neck.
              And for a moment, it’s easy to forget that I'm a part of this strange mythological world full of magic and darkness and good and evil. Tonight I'm not the Light Elf princess, I’m just a perfectly normal teenage girl who has just been asked to go to the prom.
 


              
Chapter Nine
 
 
             My phone buzzes and I jerk upright, disoriented. I stayed up way too late last night reading a new book. It feels like I just fell asleep. I clumsily reach for the phone on my night stand and open up a new text message.
 
Jacoby: R U awake?
 
              I check the time—3AM. I type out a quick reply but have to clear it and start over a couple of times since my sleepy fingers keep missing the right key and I don’t like to misspell words even in text message. I don’t even like to use the normal text slang, preferring to type out the entire word.
 
Me: No. What’s up?
Jacoby: Meet me in the courtyard
Me: Okay... when?
Jacoby: Now
 
              I decide to brush my teeth and attempt to brush through the tangled mess of my usually perfectly straight hair. That’ll teach me to fall asleep with wet hair. After working at the theater last night, I didn’t want to go to bed with the stale butter-smelling greasiness that was the state of my hair after cleaning the popcorn machine.
              I quickly give it up as lost cause and just pull it to the side in a braid. I’m going to need some coffee.
              Since I’m in the habit of looking the part of a princess whenever I’m in Álfheimr, I decide I’ll transport myself to my room at the castle and change into something a little more princess-y than my current Hello Kitty pajamas.  I toss my phone in my purse and throw the strap around my chest.
              I stand in the middle of the room, rubbing my thumb carefully over the amulet that I never take off. Alberico gave it to me to help me transport back and forth easily between Álfheimr and the human world. I close my eyes and prepare for the tummy-flipping sensation that always accompanies the trip. It’s not nearly as overwhelming as it once was.
              These days transporting comes naturally, almost like breathing. One minute I’m engulfed in the warm bright light and the next moment the familiar honey-suckle and cinnamon scent wafts up my nose. I toss my purse on to one of the pale gold Queen Ann chairs in my room and take a look around. A small sigh escapes my lips. I really love it here.
              My room is located in one of the castle towers. I know it sounds all very Rapunzel-like, but unlike Rapunzel, nobody has ever locked me up here. And even if they tried, I probably wouldn’t complain too much. The canopy bed is lush and as soft as downy-feathers. A crystal chandelier hangs from the ceiling with real candles, not the artificial lighting ones—this one’s the real deal. Probably my favorite part of my room is the view from my balcony. The castle gardens are one of my favorite areas in Álfheimr.
              I enter my massive closet and search through the hundreds of different dresses, finally deciding on a floor length teal dress with cap sleeves and a scooped neckline lined in lace. The waist in cinched together with a thin belt boasting a pearl embellishment.
              It takes a little longer to find a pair of suitable shoes. Whoever’s in charge of stocking my closet seems to think princesses should only wear four-inch heels. Newsflash: this princess prefers flip-flops. After some digging I finally find some silver ballet flats that I slip on before making my way down the hall to the stairs that will lead me down to the main floor of the castle.
              I pass a couple of servants on the way who bow or curtsy politely to me and I smile in return. Nobody says much to me but at least they are no longer constantly whispering about me whenever I walk by. Most of the Light Elves seem pretty comfortable with me now, but they seem more reluctant to accept Jacoby as one of their own even after learning that he’s Isobel’s nephew.
              All of the Light Elves love Isobel. How could they not? She’s the kindest person I’ve ever met, human or elf alike. While I understood their initial distrust of him—I mean, he did live with the Dark Elves and aid in my kidnapping—I feel like he has proven himself to be on our side. But still the whispers follow him wherever he goes. He doesn’t act like it bothers him but I think deep down it does. I guarantee that even with the whispers and distrust he prefers it here over the Underworld where he was considered something like a prince. Here nobody forces him to harm and torture innocent people.
              Plus, the food is way better.  
              I glance in the library as I pass and see Grey and Adele standing nearly nose to nose whispering to each other. It’s times like this that I wish elfish hearing had been one of the traits I inherited because I’m dying to know what Grey is telling her that’s making her cheeks turn that lovely shade of pink. Whatever they’re talking about is making him nervous because he keeps pushing his dark brown locks of hair behind his ear. I’ve only ever seen him that flustered on one other occasion—the night in the garden when he kissed me.
              “Mia?” Freya says from behind me, causing me to jump out of my skin alerting and Grey and Adele of my presence.
               “What are you doing here?” Adele asks as her cheeks redden even further. Grey looks everywhere but at me.
              “Is the king expecting you at this hour?”
              I look away from Adele and Grey and turn to answer Freya’s question.
              “Um, no. Actually Jacoby just asked me to meet him so I’m here. Meeting Jacoby. I was just on my way down to the courtyard. That’s where I’m heading now. See ya,” I stammer nervously. I’m not sure why it should bother me, what I think I almost witnessed, but for some reason it does.. I wave awkwardly and walk away as fast as I can without making the situation even more awkward.
              I don’t get very far before Grey catches up with me.
              “Mia, wait a second,” he calls to me. “I’ll walk with you to meet Jacoby.”
              “Thanks but I’m pretty certain I’m safe here so it’s really unnecessary.”
              “I want to.”
              “Why?”
              He doesn’t answer, but keeps walking with me.  Fine. Whatever. If he’s going to insist on guarding me even in the safety of the castle, I’m going to make this short walk as uncomfortable for him as possible.
              “What were you and Adele discussing? It seemed very…intense.” I say the words as casually as I can possibly manage but I’m surprised when my heart rate skyrockets. I know he can hear it which embarrasses me. I’m supposed to be making him uncomfortable not myself, which makes me regret my decision to try to be mean. I’m more affected by this than I want to admit.
              “We were just talking.”
              “It looked like more than that.”
              “You have a colorful imagination,” he answers stonily.
              “Since when did you two become friends anyway?”
              “Since we both were assigned to protect you.”
              I feel my cheeks redden in response. Low blow. He isn’t playing fair. He knows that I hate the fact that I have not one, not two, but three Light Elves around me at all times to protect me from Dugan. It’s embarrassing. I’m pretty sure I’ve proven that I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself but Alberico still insists.
              “You guys must’ve really hit it off.”
              “We’re just friends,” he assures me.
              “Just friends like you and I were ‘just friends’ or are you really just friends?” I can’t help myself. I really wish this didn’t bother me so much.
              Grey reaches out, placing his palm on my cheek.                “We never were just friends because I didn’t want more than that, surely you must know that? It’s just— the impossibility of it all—it just didn’t make sense and we both would’ve ended up hurt.”
              My  stomach tightens and I have to force myself to swallow before I can answer. “I know.”
              “And besides, as much as it pains me to admit, Jacoby’s a decent guy. It’s obvious how much he cares about you.”
              I’m not sure why I feel so uncomfortable over the idea of Grey spending time with another girl, especially one that’s infinitely more suitable for him than me. I guess I have just gotten accustomed to being the center of his world. I cringe at that thought, disgusted with myself for being so self-absorbed. How selfish could I be? I should want him to find happiness.
              “Well, Adele’s nice. So if you were ever to want to consider venturing out of the ‘just friends’ territory with someone, I guess she’d be a good choice.”
              “I’ll keep that in mind.” He clears his throat nervously, obviously uncomfortable with this whole conversation. I’m raking my mind for something to say that will derail this conversation when Jacoby walks in from the courtyard.
              “Hey Lark,” Jacoby greets me.
              “Hi.”
              Grey just nods in way of returning his greeting then bids us both goodbye. Will he go back up to the library and finish what I interrupted? I shake the thought from my head and turn my focus on my boyfriend who’s watching me curiously.
              “What took so long?”
              “I didn’t want to come in my jammies so I got dressed first,” I explain, leaving out the whole spying on Grey and Adele detail. “So what’s going on? Why am I here so early? ”
              “Well, Isobel and I went back to my parents’ house. And, oh wait— I brought back a picture to show you.” He holds up a picture for me. His mother had the same coppery brown hair as him and the same shade of emerald green eyes. She was a petite thing though, being an elf and all, so he obviously inherited his father’s height. His father was a tower of a man with short blonde hair and kind blue eyes that seemed to twinkle mischievously. I guess Jacoby inherited that trait from his dad too.
              “Wow, you look a lot like your mom,” I tell him as I hand the picture back. He tucks it gingerly into his back pocket.
              “Yeah, but that’s not the reason I asked you to meet me.”
              “I’d hope so considering, as exciting as the picture is, you are interrupting my very valuable beauty sleep,” I tease him.
              “We think we might have found it. The bottomless cave I told you about. We’re going to check it out and I knew you wanted to come.”
              “Right now?”
              “Aunt Isobel didn’t want to wait any longer.”
              “Okay then, let’s go.”
 


Chapter Ten
 
 
             We meet Isobel at her apartment in the castle’s residential wing. She and Duke Finnegan do have their own land and their own house, but with everything going on with the Dark Elves, Alberico insisted that they move into the castle on a more full-time basis since Finnegan is one of Alberico’s advisors.
              The front room is similar in elegance to the rest of the castle. The tones are soft blues, grays, and marble with rich mocha-hued hardwood flooring. A majestic grand piano sits off to the side of the room. I idly wonder if Isobel or Finnegan plays. There’s a small oval table surrounded by four tall-backed winged chairs where I imagine Isobel enjoys her daily tea and cookies.  
              Isobel emerges from one of two thick wooden doors the same color as the flooring wearing jeans—actual jeans— and a simple violet top that looks like something I’d get at Old Navy.  I don’t believe I’ve ever seen her in anything less than a formal dress.
              “Um, I should probably change, huh?” I ask, realizing that my dress is a little inappropriate for this little journey of ours and that nothing in my Álfheimr closet will work either. I might be putting my Hello Kitty jammies back on.
              “Yes of course my dear. You are about my size, would you like to borrow something? I had Jacoby take me to, what was it called again?”
              “A mall,” Jacoby smirks.
              “Oh yes, a mall, to pick up some human clothes. He seemed to think I’d attract too much attention in my usual wardrobe in a town like Diamond. Though you would think with a name like Diamond they’d be used to more elegant attire,” she scoffs in disbelief.
              I laugh, “He’s probably right and yes, I’d love to borrow something.”
              She pulls out two large Old Navy bags from her closet and I laugh again. “When did you guys go to Topeka?”
              There isn’t an Old Navy in Manhattan which is unfortunate since it’s the only place I really like to shop and I have to drive forty-five minutes to get there.
              “Oh, a few weeks ago. The first time we went to visit Cordelia’s house. Jacoby didn’t want to attract any unwanted attention so—“
              “So I asked Hannah where all the cool kids shop,” Jacoby interrupts.
              “And she told you Old Navy?” I ask skeptically. Hannah pretty much detests Old Navy. It’s more my style than hers.
              “Okay, well, I might have lied and told her I was shopping early for your birthday. Apparently I’m the, and I quote, ‘sweetest most thoughtful boyfriend ever’, end quote, to shop a month early for your birthday present,” he laughs. “She directed me to your favorite store.”
              “Why didn’t you just ask me?” I wonder out loud.
              He just shrugs, “How do you know I wasn’t really shopping for you too?” He smiles mischievously.
              “You already bought my birthday present!” I smack him.
              “Hence I’m the sweetest most thoughtful boyfriend ever.”
              “Can I open it now?”
              “Your birthday is next week. I think you can wait.”
              “But—”
              “Patience is a virtue, Lark. Now go change so we can leave because there’s no way you’re getting your present early so don’t even think about trying the puppy-dog eyes.”
              Sometimes it’s no fair having a boyfriend who can read my errant thoughts.
              “Hmph. Fine. I’m going, I’m going.” I step inside Isobel’s bathroom with my borrowed jeans and blue v-neck tee. Isobel and I are going to look like middle school little girls who plan to wear the same outfit to school every day.
              Isobel’s feet are an inch smaller than mine, which is crazy since I wear a size six shoe and I haven’t met too many people who have smaller feet than me.  I slip my ballet flats back on and hope that there’s not much hiking involved where we’re going.
              Once I’m all dressed, I rejoin Jacoby and Isobel in the sitting room.
              “Ready?” she asks me.
              “Yeppers.”
              “Okay, let’s go.” She reaches out for my hand and Jacoby holds my other one. A moment later we’re surrounded by the warm light of transporting and the next second we’re in the middle of a thickly wooded area. I can hear water streaming nearby but there’s no sign of any other people in this area.
              “So this is Diamond?”
              “No, we’re actually about three hours away from Diamond,” Jacoby says as he walks over to an abandoned truck and pulls out a large canoe.
              “What are you doing?”
              “Don’t worry Lark, I’m not stealing. We’re just borrowing it. The owner won’t even know it’s gone.”
              “But—”
              “I told you we have to float down the river to get to the cave.”
              “Say what?”
              “We're goin' floatin',” he says with a wide smile.
              “But why can't we just transport to the caves?” I ask.
              “Because we've never been there before, we've just heard about it.”
              “I see.” Unfortunately, elves can't transport anywhere that we've never been before. “That sucks.” 
              “C’mon, it’ll be fun.” He’s entirely too excited about this especially on this cool spring morning. Goosebumps are already prickling up and down my arms and I’m still dry. I don’t even want to think about how freezing cold the water is going to be if Jacoby tips us over.
              “I’m not going to flip the boat. Relax.”
              “Promise?”
              “Well, of course I can’t promise but I can say with 99% certainty that I will probably not flip the boat.”
              I narrow my eyes suspiciously at him.
              “Okay, 95%.”
              “The cave is about seven miles that way,” Isobel points towards the east. Jacoby puts the boat in the water and helps Isobel climb in. I dutifully follow.
              I’ve never been floating before, but it’s pretty peaceful until a bug flies into my hair. I’m sandwiched in between Jacoby and Isobel. He paddles from the back of the canoe while Isobel manipulates the water in front of us so we glide through the blue water seamlessly. We float along for hours, bubbling over smooth gray and purple rocks, watching the fish dart under and around our canoe while listening to the birds chirp and other wildlife scurrying around among the trees.
              “Um, how do we know when we’re there?” I ask as the sun settles directly above us.
              “We’re getting close. Do you feel that?” Jacoby asks and at first I have no idea what he’s talking about. But then as the river snakes around a corner, I feel it. There’s a noticeable shift in the air. It’s cooler, fresher, and smells damp. I look around but all I see is a lot of trees along a narrow riverbank.
              Isobel points at some boulders straight ahead and says, “We’ll tie up the canoe just over there.”
              I turn around to look at Jacoby and he must see the confusion on my face.
              “I told you, you can’t see it from the river,” he explains matter of factly, “We have to hike up there.”
I look up at the house-size boulder to which he is referring to and silently curse the ballet flats that are on my feet.
              “Next time, do you think you could give me a heads up so I can wear different shoes?”
              He grimaces. “Sorry, I didn’t think about that.”
              After we tie up the canoe, we start making our way up the monstrous boulder. The dark gray, moss-covered rocks are just as slippery as I feared but miraculously I don’t fall. Jacoby hikes behind me just in case though. We climb higher and higher until we can no longer see our canoe hidden under the trees. As we start our descent on the other side I immediately notice a sign posted to the left: “Cave Closed to Public” and another one that says “Caution Falling Rock”.
              Well, isn’t that just peachy?
              It’s dark, damp, and dirty and I’m pretty sure I can already hear bats flying above our heads and we haven’t even stepped foot inside the real cave yet. Isobel keeps going so I keep trudging after her with Jacoby trailing behind me. The ground’s jagged with fallen rocks of all different sizes. Some are barely pebbles, some are as big as baseballs, but others are the size of a small house—we walk around those.                Above me is just as jagged as the bottom and if I was Hercules I think I could pick up some of the larger rocks from the ground and match them perfectly to the top of the cave like missing puzzle pieces, which makes me wonder just how often the rocks fall from the ceiling. I just know I’m going to sprain my ankle.
              “You okay?” Jacoby asks as I slip a little, almost falling forward.
              “Yeah, I’m fine,” I grumble.  
              “Next time I’ll be more specific about what we’ll be doing. I’m really sorry. I didn’t even think about it.”
              “It’s okay. I’m the one who wanted to tag along.”
              “Thank you, by the way, for coming,” he says, giving my hand a gentle, reassuring squeeze before halting suddenly, his head snapping up. “We’re almost there.”
              “How can you tell?”
              “I have a hunch.” He winks.
              “Are you doing okay, my dear?” Isobel calls back towards us from behind another mammoth boulder.
              “Yeah, I’m fine.”
              Isobel nods her approval before disappearing again. She’s a lady on a mission.
              When I get around the last large boulder I see an underground waterfall feeding a black pool of water. Isobel’s exploring the different cracks and crevices with increasing frustration when Jacoby stops her, “Isobel, stop right there. I think I see it.”
              “You do?” Isobel asks eagerly. “Where?”
              “Down there. Towards the center of the pool of water. You’re right. It’s not so much a color like a normal aura, but more like a constant rippling of the water itself.”
              “Where? I don’t see anything.”
              I’m straining so hard to see the so-called portal to the Underworld that I forget to pay attention where I’m placing my feet and my shoe slips.
              “Watch your—“
              I scramble to catch myself but the momentum is too much. My feet slip and my head hits something hard and wet and the next second I’m no longer in the cave with Jacoby and Isobel. I’m standing in one of the gardens in Álfheimr face to face with the Sun Goddess.
 


Chapter Eleven
 
 
              “Hello again, Mia. I have been waiting for an opportunity to speak with you again.” Sól’s lyrical voice greets me.
              “Why do you always wait until I’m scared or hurt to speak to me?” I ask accusingly, cautiously rubbing the back of my head where I fell, but it feels completely fine. Of course it’ll likely be a different story when I return to the real world. “Wouldn’t it be more pleasant to meet under different circumstances?”
              “You are most vulnerable when you are frightened or suffering. It is easier to break into your subconscious during those times.”
              “I still think it sucks,” I mumble to myself.
              “I know that this is frustrating for you. Just trust me when I say I have my reasons. I’ve come to warn you. The Dark Elves are not your only foe. Be wary of who you trust. There is another--”
              Her image starts to fade out and I can faintly hear Jacoby’s voice calling my name. “You are about to wake up. I will try to talk to you again soon.”
              “But wait!” I yell as her image fades even more. “You have to tell me who it is!”
               “There’s no time to explain. Just remember, not everyone is who they seem. Good bye, Mia.”
              “Mia!” Jacoby’s voice is clearer now though I can tell my brain is still a little hazy since I’m pretty sure there can’t really be two of him standing before me fuzzy and blurry, in and out of focus like I’m looking through a kaleidoscope. “Can you hear me?”
              My eyelids flutter open and I try to focus on his worried expression.
              “Jacoby?” I’m disoriented by the pain in the back of my head and the sudden change of scenery. “Yeah, yeah I’m fine.”
              I realize that he’s not wearing a shirt and that he has his hand pressed up against the back of my skull. I reach back, removing the shirt to feel the back of my now damp head and when I pull my hand away there’s blood on my fingers. I feel the bile rise to my throat as my insides clench up in a ball.
              “I tried to stop the bleeding as best I could until I could wake you up so you could heal yourself quicker.”
              “I’m not sure if I have the energy right now,” I admit and Jacoby’s face blanches with worry.
              “Should I take you to the hospital?”  
              “No, just give me a second.” He presses his shirt to my head again as I take deep breaths trying to regain some control over my shaking body. Once my heart rate has slowed down I focus all of my energy on the back of my head and feel the familiar tingly sensation beginning in my core and it starts to travel up my spine and then, nothing. It just sort of fizzles out.
              “What was that?” I gasp in pain. I gingerly touch the back of my head again and discover what I already know; I’m still bleeding. For some reason I can’t concentrate enough to heal myself. This doesn’t make any sense. I’ve healed my hand after a third degree burn, why can’t I heal myself now?
              Jacoby looks at Isobel, plainly confused and concerned about my sanity.
              “Why didn’t it work?” My eyebrows involuntarily pull together in frustration immediately causing me to wince in response. I just want someone to tell me why it’s not working.
              They exchange another look and I realize that they have no idea either. “Of course. How could you know?” I say more to myself. I’m the only known healer in Álfheimr so nobody ever has the answers I need.  
              “Lark, are you okay?” Jacoby reaches his hand towards me, raising my chin so he can check my eyes to make sure I’m not suffering from a concussion.
              “What happened, dear?” Isobel asks curiously.
              “I don’t know.” The words are barely a whisper as the pain becomes overwhelming. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. Usually when I heal the process induces a gradual tingly feeling that eventually takes over my entire body. I felt it starting to work a few minutes ago, but then it stopped for some reason. “I don’t know what happened.”
              “When was the last time you healed someone?” Isobel asks. I try to answer but the pain in my head is excruciating. I continue to try to heal myself but I can’t seem to focus.
              “I think it was that night. When she healed the humans the Dark Elves had held prisoner. I don’t think she’s healed anyone since then,” Jacoby answers for me.
              “Perhaps she’s just out of practice?” she suggests.
              “Can that happen?” Jacoby asked.
              I’m starting to get woozy.
              “I think we need to take her to the hospital,” Jacoby replies worriedly as he continues to put pressure on the back of my head.
              “But the portal—” I manage to get the words out but when I try to stand up I’m so dizzy I lose my balance and nearly fall over again. Luckily, Jacoby’s close enough that he’s able to steady me quickly before I crack my head open again.
              “Don’t even worry about it, my dear. We need to get you taken care of. That is the most important thing.”
              “Are you sure? I mean, I’m sure if we waited a second maybe I—” But I know they’re right. I’m struggling to keep focus on anything. Is it because it’s my head that’s injured? Is that why I can’t focus enough to heal myself?
              Even thinking hurts so I try not to concentrate on anything else but breathing in and out, in and out, willing myself not to panic, but my efforts are fruitless as I feel the world starting to slip away again, fading to black.
              “Take Mia on to the hospital. I’m sure she’ll need stitches. I’ll go update Alberico,” Isobel instructs Jacoby before kissing my cheek and transporting away.
              Jacoby pulls me up into his arms like a rag doll and whispers, “Just hold on, Lark. I’ll take care of you.”
              Then I sink into a black abyss.
              The next thing I’m aware of is that I’m lying in a white sterile hospital room surrounded by an ugly floral curtain and a splitting headache. I automatically reach for the back of my head but a tugging on my arm halts my movement: an IV.
              I hate needles.
              I raise my other arm and gingerly touch injury feeling the long bumpy line of metal staples. I count each one. Seven. Seven staples in the back of my head but thankfully, all of my hair seems to be intact.
              “They don’t shave your head anymore,” Jacoby says from a chair beside my bed. “You’re lucky you were knocked out for those staples though. It was painful for me to watch.” He shudders.
              “How long have I been out?”
              “A couple of hours. I tried calling your mom but it went straight to voicemail.”
              “She’s probably in her studio. Is Paul here?”
              “I asked already, he’s in surgery.”
              Just then a nurse walks in. “Oh good! You’re awake. I’ll just check your vitals and then I’ll send for the doctor.”
              “What happened?” I ask Jacoby while the nurse listens to my heart and lungs and checks my blood pressure.
              “We were hiking and you slipped.”
              “Well, no wonder in those shoes,” the nurse scolds as she removes the stethoscope from her ears and wraps it around her neck. “Everything looks good, I’ll go fetch Dr. McVey and let him know you’re awake.”
              As soon as she leaves Jacoby uses mind-speak to ask, “Do you remember anything?”
              I wince as a sharp pain stabs through my brain.               “Oh!”
              “What hurts?” Jacoby jumps up.
              “That hurt. When you did, you know that thing that we do.”
              “Are you serious? I’m so sorry!”
              “I don’t understand what’s going on.”
              Why can’t I heal myself? Why does it suddenly hurt to have Jacoby speak in my mind?
              “Do you think it’s the head injury?” Jacoby asks.
              “It has to be. I can’t think of anything else it could be. Do you think I’m broken, you know, permanently?”
              “I doubt it, Lark. I’m sure you’ll be back to normal soon.”
              I shrug and shake my head without thinking, causing a fresh wave of pain. Jacoby carefully strokes my arm in an attempt to comfort me without disturbing the wire from my IV.
              Dr. McVey walks in the room with his clipboard. I recognize him from the annual holiday parties we attend with Paul every year.
              “Mia-Schmia, how’ve you been?” Dr. McVey’s informal greeting is comforting. I wonder if he has such good bedside manner with all of his patients or if it’s just because he knows my step-dad.
              “I’ve been better,” I admit to him.
              “I bet,” he replies, looking down at my chart. “That was quite the gash you came in with. We had to put seven staples in to close you up. Those will have to come out in about ten days so you should be all healed up in time for prom.” He smiles.
              “Good to know.”
              He hands me some paperwork. “The nurses have your discharge papers so you should be good to go. Here is a prescription for the antibiotic and some pain medication just in case you need it.”
              “Thank you, Dr. McVey.” I take the paper from him with no real intent of using the pain medicine. Sól said it’s easier for her to visit me when I’m weak and vulnerable, well now I’m both so she has no excuse not to come back and finish the conversation she started. Who was she talking about?
              “Some dizziness is to be expected but if you experience any vision problems, a worsening headache, or uncontrolled vomiting, please come back in, okay?”
              “Alright.” I nod so that he knows I understand and wince when my head protests the sudden movement.
              “Oh, Dr. McVey, do you think you could maybe not mention this to Paul. I don’t want him to worry about me. I’ll just tell him when he gets home tonight.”
              “Mum’s the word.” He smiles jovially as he waves good bye.
              Dr. McVey leaves the room and a nurse comes in to help me dress after kicking Jacoby out. My head is throbbing and I’m wondering if it's really worth the pain just for a slight chance that Sól might make a reappearance and explain everything. Maybe it's a good thing I accepted those pain pills after all. 
              “Are you in pain?” Jacoby asks me when we are alone again.  I wonder if he heard some of my thoughts while I was getting dressed--including the part about my conversation with Sól—or if he is just concerned.
              “A little.”
              “Is there anything I can do?”
              “No, I'll be okay.” I tell him I'm not completely sure why I don't just tell him about my encounter with Sól. I don’t know why, but something about what she said makes me want to keep it to myself.
              Not everyone is who they seem.
              One miniscule conversation and Sól has me questioning everything that I think I know about the people that surround me in my life. I don’t like the tightness in my chest or the distrustful thoughts currently coursing through my head. However, as much as I want to pretend that she’s mistaken, I have a feeling she probably knows what she’s talking about—being omnipresent and all that jazz.
              “Earth to Lark,” Jacoby says as he waves his hand in front of my face to capture my attention. I realize he must have said something. 
              “Huh? Sorry, what did you say?”
              “Its okay. Wasn't anything important. I just said, it's too bad we missed the dinner trays.”
              “What?” I ask, anxiety creeping in like it does when I know that I've forgotten to do something but I can't seem to remember what it is that I've forgotten.
              “I’m just teasing. Even I know hospital food sucks.”
              “Dinner tray?” I ask, scrunching my eyebrows together in confusion making my head hurt even more as I remember that it’s Saturday. “What time is it?”
              “It’s a little after six,” Jacoby answers. “Why?”
              “Crap! I missed cheerleading try-outs!” I feel the desire to smack myself upside the head for being so stupid but I figure that’d probably be pretty painful and my desire for self-preservation wins out. “Hannah is going to kill me!”
              “Just call her when we get to the Castle and explain that you hurt yourself.”
              “It won’t matter.” I feel like I might start to cry, “It’s probably already too late. She’s never going to forgive me and –oh crap! I’m such an idiot! I’m late for work too! Oh my God.” And I thought getting my head split open was enough adventure for this lousy day, but no, apparently my crappy day was just going to get worse.
              “This is my fault. I’m sorry, Lark. I shouldn’t have asked you to come.”
              “I didn’t have to say yes…”
              I wonder if he hadn’t texted me in the middle of the night when I was half-asleep and disoriented if I would’ve made better choices. Too late now I suppose and I don’t want to be mad at Jacoby on top of everything else.
              “I just need to get the theater as soon as possible. Maybe the day doesn’t have to be a total bust.”
              When I walk into the theater full of reasonably believable excuses, and the seven staples in my head to prove it, for being over three hours late and with every intention of begging my manager’s forgiveness, I’m immediately summoned into David’s office and fired on the spot. Apparently, a trip to the Emergency Room isn’t a valid enough excuse for being a ‘no-call, no show’, especially when there are stacks of applications from people willing to work through the pain and blood for any opportunity of working at this fine establishment.
              I never thought that turning in my popcorn-smelling ugly maroon vest would be so depressing.
              I’m honestly surprised I didn’t cry.
              “I don’t really want to go home yet,” I tell Jacoby. “Let’s just go to the castle.”
              “Okay,” he agrees. I think he still feels guilty for everything that happened today and I’m not really doing or saying anything to make him feel better. I’m too lost in my own thoughts to really bother with anything else. I just want to curl up and go to sleep and hope that tomorrow is a better day.
              I send a text to my mom telling her I was staying at Hannah’s. She doesn’t know that Hannah isn’t speaking to me.   
              When we get to the castle, Freya is waiting in my room. “Are you okay, Mia?”
              Despite the crappiness that has been my day, it makes me smile to hear her call me Mia instead of princess. It only took four months.
              “Yeah, I’ll be okay. Just ready for this day to be over,” I tell her.
              “Your father asked me to inform him as soon as you arrived here. I’ll go let him know and I’ll be right back with some food for you.” She curtsies and before she can close the door, Grey walks in.
              Jacoby fills him in on everything while I lay down on my bed. I have to lie on my side since the back of my head’s still tender.
              “It’s not so bad,” Grey tries to reassure me,               “Though I wonder if David will regret his decision when he discovers I will not be returning to work either.”
              “Eh, the movie theater always has a stack of applications. It probably won’t even faze him.”
              “It’s still not right,” Jacoby says scowling. “You still had your wrist band on from the ER, he knew you weren’t lying. He didn’t have to be such an asshole.”
              “Honestly, it’s not like I’d be able to continue working there much longer anyway, you know?”
              “Still. It’s not fair.” Jacoby stares out the balcony window with an uncharacteristic scowl on his face, which is the last thing I see before drifting off to sleep.
 
 


Chapter Twelve
 
 
             I wake up to the sun streaming in through the window of my room at Álfheimr, the memory of the day before still fresh in my mind. I dress for the day in a casual dress that is suitable for breakfast with Alberico but that isn’t too formal to wear back home so that I can leave right after breakfast. Mom will probably expect me home before noon.
              I use a hand mirror and the large vanity in my bathroom to examine the seven staples on the back of my skull. The line is jagged, the silver staples standing out among the darkness of the dried blood. It’s still tender to the touch so I leave my hair down and loose, just carefully brushing the ends to get the tangles out.
              When I make it down to the dining room, the mile-long mahogany wood table is occupied by only Alberico and a handful of other Light Elves, including Grey, all of whom I recognize from his council.
              “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt,” I tell Alberico.
              “Don’t apologize,” he reassures me. “You have every right to be a part of this.”
              He gestures for me to sit down.
              “Are you sure?” I ask. Being around the council still makes me a little nervous. “I can always eat at home.”
              “Nonsense. I’ve seen the kind of breakfast food you consume when at home. Please, join us.”
              “Okay.”
              “Make room for the princess,” Finnegan tells one of the Light Elves, who I think is called Regan, who obliges by offering up his seat. Finnegan smiles at me and I’m kind of shocked since I don’t think he’s ever done that before. Usually all I get from him are curt nods, the occasional glare, and of course, avoidance. But now that I think about it, he has seemed to warm up to me since that night I unknowingly led an impromptu attack on the Dark Elves. It was his idea after all to provide more protection for me while in the mortal world.
              When I first met him, I really thought he despised me. But here he is smiling at me in a reassuring way that makes me think that maybe he approves of me being here after all, as though eating breakfast with the council members is proof that I’m willing to take a more active interest in the running of the castle and that nothing would make him happier. Perhaps he just needed to get to know me better. Maybe he finally realizes that I’m not planning to take the throne away from him and Isobel. Who knows? Whatever the reasoning behind his change of heart, at least he’s being nice to me now.  
              I have little desire to be responsible for an entire kingdom. I can’t manage to keep a plant alive which is why my mom has never even allowed me to have a pet goldfish. There’s no way I’d ever be able to keep an entire group of people alive and thriving.
              Not to mention the fact that my father will probably outlive me and even if he doesn’t, Isobel is a million times more suitable for the throne than I am and everyone knows it.
              “Should we at least make an effort to form an alliance with the Móh'rhím? If the Dökkálfar attack, having the extra reinforcement would prove beneficial,” Finnegan offers.
              “Yes, but you know how impossible they are. I can’t recall the last time we were able to get into contact with Herdis.”
              “Princess, what do you think?”
              I’m so startled that Finnegan is asking my opinion about something that I nearly choke on the chunk of apple scone I just bit off.
              “What do I think about what?” I ask once I’ve stopped coughing. A few of the other Light Elves look just as shocked as I feel, on the other hand, Alberico seems pleased and mildly curious as to how I’m going to answer.
              “Do you think it would be in the best interest of the castle to enlist outside help to aid for the fight against the Dökkálfar?”
              “Like who?”
              A few of the Light Elves exchange an amused look at my obvious ignorance which makes me blush. I’m not used to feeling this idiotic but when it comes to this world, I’m not exactly well-informed. I hate feeling like this so I think about his question for a moment before giving him my answer, “I suppose it would be beneficial to us, but would it be in the other kingdoms’ best interest to get involved in our battles? Wouldn’t it just end up causing them harm? Is that really fair?”
              “Very good point, my dear.” Alberico seems impressed with my answer. “Can we really ask others to put themselves in that position?”
              I eat the rest of my breakfast in silence, listening to the council give updates to Alberico about things I obviously know nothing about before making my excuses to leave.
              I’ll be back later on in the day but first I need to go home and check in with my mom.
              I transport into my bedroom like I always do but something is off. Everything is exactly where I left it but it’s not quite right. It’s as though someone has been rummaging through my room, careful not to really disturb anything but I still pick up on the vague signs of disturbance.
              And that’s when I notice the yellow tape across my open bedroom door.
              What is going on?
              I hear strange voices coming from the living room. Hesitantly, I make my way downstairs.  My mom and Paul are seated on the couch talking to two police officers, a balding man with a potbelly, and an attractive young female with dark brown hair pulled back in a tight bun at the nape of her neck. Worry is etched in every line of their faces and their hands clutched together for support.
              I’m guessing my Mom tried calling me at Hannah’s. Crap.
              “What was she wearing the last time you saw her?”
              “Um,” Mom looks to Paul for support, tears pooling in her eyes. “Pajamas I guess. I saw her Friday night before I went to bed.”
              “So she’s been missing since Friday?”
              “No, I mean. I don’t think so. I didn’t see her when I woke up Saturday but she was supposed to be helping out at cheerleading tryouts so I didn’t think anything of it since she had to be there at 6am. Then I got a text from her later in the day saying she was going to spend the night at her friend Hannah’s.”
              “Has she been having any problems at school?” The bald officer asks, as the pretty female cop continues to write down everything my mom is saying.
              “No, of course not. She’s never even been sent to detention, but, well—”
              “Well what?”
              “She did skip school last week,” Mom answers reluctantly.
              “Has she ever done that before?”
              “No, not that I’m aware of.”
              “Is she romantically involved with someone?”
              “Yes, a boy named Jacoby Dahl.”
              “Mom?” The sound of my voice catches them off guard and after an initial moment of shock she rushes towards me. “What’s going on?”
              “Oh. Mia! We were so worried! Where have you been? I thought that something had happened to you. With the news and everything. Oh thank God you are okay.” She sobs, alternating between squeezing me tightly and holding me at an arm’s length as if to make sure I am really here.
              “Ma’am, I assume this is your daughter?” the female officer asks.
              “Yes,” she answers the cop before turning to me. “Where did you come from?”
              “Um,” I start to explain, but under the watchful eye of the officer I’m a little intimidated.
              “Mia, my name is Officer Drake, this is my partner Officer Knox. We’d like to ask you a few questions,” the bald officer says.
              “Okay.”
              “Are you hurt?”
              I shook my head no.
              “Where have you been?”
              I stare at him silently trying to figure out what I’m going to say because I guarantee if I tell the truth I’ll be locked up immediately in a mental institution but I’ve never been all that great of a liar.
              “I, um,” I start.
              “We know you weren’t at Hannah’s. I tried calling over there this morning to see if you could stop to get some milk on your way home.” Mom looks more concerned than mad that I obviously lied to her. “Just tell us the truth. Were you with Jacoby?”
              And even though I don’t want to give her any reason to distrust him after he worked so hard to win her over, I know that I don’t have any other choice. If I don’t give them an answer pretty quick, it’s just going to end badly for me so I go with it.
              “Yes,” I blow out a gush of air. “I was with Jacoby.”
              Mom sucks a breath in before blurting out, “Are you guys having sex?”
              “No! God, Mom no! Are you serious? No, I’m not having sex,” I stammer in embarrassment. How could she even think that? And why would she ask me that in front of these people I don’t even know?
              “I’m sorry, but I had to ask. It’s okay if you are. I mean, of course I’d prefer that you waited until you were older, preferably married….or at least thirty but I know that’s not realistic. So if you are, I just want to make sure you’re being safe. Are you being safe?”
              “Mom! We are NOT having sex. Oh my God, I seriously cannot believe we are even having this conversation.”
              “What were you doing then?” Officer Drake asks.
              “Nothing, I was late to work and I got fired. I was upset so I went over to his house to hang out because I was too embarrassed to come home and tell you. I knew you’d freak out that we were unsupervised so I lied. I was planning on coming home but I fell asleep. That’s it.” I emphasize the whole ‘that’s it’ part for my mom.
              Officer Drake eyes me closely before whispering something to Officer Knox. Officer Knox nods and puts away her notebook. Officer Drake then reminds me of the importance of communication so that I don’t cause my mother any unnecessary worry resulting in her filing a missing person’s report.
              “Especially these days. We aren’t sure who is responsible, but it seems that they are targeting kids your age. So be careful, okay?”
              I nod and my mom thanks him for his time and Paul walks them to the door. Mom then turns her attention back to me and begins her tirade.
              “First you lied to me about where you were, which is never okay. Especially with all the reports of missing people on the news. I would think you’d know better. If I wasn’t so relieved that you are safe—” Mom just shakes her head, at a loss of words. “I just don’t understand what’s going on with you lately. You’ve been so—so just not like you and I’m so worried, Mia. I’m really, really worried. Are you in some sort of trouble?”
              I shake my head silently not making eye contact for fear that I’d start to cry and tell her everything. But I know I can’t do that. She can never know about the Light Elves.
              “Is it drugs?”
              My mouth gapes. How could she even think that? Doesn’t she know me at all?
              “Kate, don’t jump to conclusions. I’m sure there is a perfectly good explanation for Mia’s behavior.” Paul returns and places his hand on my mother's shoulder.
              “What explanation could she possibly have?” She sighs in frustration. “I don’t know what’s going on with you lately. First skipping class, then getting fired from work. You’re never where you are supposed to be. You’re lying to me. I don’t know what else to think Mia.”
              “Look, I’m sorry. I know I’ve been acting weird the past couple of months. I don’t have an explanation I can give you but I swear, I am not having sex with my boyfriend and I’m not on drugs.”
              “Can you explain why you haven’t sent in any college applications? I found the stack in your room. It’s April, Mia! Why didn’t you finish them?”
              My Mom sounds like she is on the verge of tears and it tears me up to know that I’m causing her such pain. I wish I could tell her everything. I wish I could make her feel better. I wish I was a better daughter.
I meant to turn in my applications. I really had every intention of going to college next year. Then everything happened and well, college seemed to lose its priority. But I can’t really explain this to my mom. She’d never believe I just suddenly had a change of heart and I certainly can’t tell her the real reason why I can’t even imagine going away to college right now. Besides, why was she snooping around my room anyway? Was she expecting to find drugs?
              “Why were you snooping around my room?” I shot back because as guilty as I feel for stressing her out, I’m actually really offended that she would do something like that.
              “I wasn’t snooping around. I was trying to find that book you told me to read. I just happened to stumble across the entire stack of applications in the process but that’s beside the point. The point is it's APRIL. You should’ve had these applications turned in by January at the latest!”
              “What if I decided I don’t want to go to college?”
              The shock on her face would’ve been comical if she wasn’t so angry.
              “What do you mean you don’t want to go to college?”
              “I mean, I was thinking about taking a year off. Maybe spend a year abroad traveling,”  I lie.
My mom’s an artist, so I knew I could appeal to her nature by wanting to travel and explore places like Paris and Rome.
              She seems to be waging some internal battle in her mind before she finally speaks, “I understand how that might be appealing to you, but you NEED to finish and turn in these applications as soon as possible.”
              “Okay, Mom.”
              “I’m serious, Mia. This is a big deal. I don’t think you understand just how serious it is.”
              “Okay. Whatever. I know. It’s my future.” I had to stop myself from rolling my eyes at her overreaction. Postponing college for a year was hardly the end of the world. Losing a war with the Dark Elves on the other hand...
              “No. It’s not just ‘okay, whatever’. You need to finish your applications and stop sneaking around. I can’t tolerate you lying to me Mia. I know that you are almost 18 but as long as you are living here, I expect you to respect me enough to tell me the truth,” she tells me sternly, before adding with a sigh, “I’m afraid I’m going to have to take away your car too.”
              I know she has no idea how unimportant that is to me since I have no real need for a vehicle anyway. If I need to be somewhere, I’m only a thought away. But in order to keep up pretenses, I try to appear devastated. I mean, it does suck because this means I’ll have to rely on her for rides to and from school since I seriously doubt she’ll allow Jacoby to be my chauffer
              “For how long?”
              “Indefinitely.”
              “Fine.”
              “I don’t want to do this. But I don’t know how else to get through to you.” 
              If balancing life between Álfheimr and Manhattan was a class, I’d be failing miserably.
 


Chapter Thirteen
 
 
             It’s day one of no car on top of being grounded—officially the longest my mom has ever stuck to any sort of punishment. She’s normally such a push-over, but I guess lying about my whereabouts is probably a lot more serious than anything I’ve ever done before. Today marks the first day since my freshman year that my mommy will have to drop me off at school--so embarrassing.
               I’m not even sure how or when I’ll be able to transport to Álfheimr. Mom watched me like a hawk all day Sunday and I’ll be too nervous to transport during the school day for fear that one of my teachers will report my absence and I’ll get in even more trouble. I’m not really sure what else she could possibly do to me, but honestly, I don’t want to stress her out any more than she already is. I think she’s just as shocked as I am that she had to ground me in the first place.
              At least I finished the rest of those college applications. I missed the deadline for a few of them but I plan on leaving out that little detail when I show Mom the signed and sealed envelopes ready to mail out this morning.
              I find her in the kitchen drinking coffee and reading the paper.
              “Hey Mom, I finished these,” I tell her as I hold up the stacks of envelopes. “I’m getting ready to take them out to the mailbox. Do you have anything that needs to go out?”
              “No, not this morning.”
              “Okay. I’ll just take them out and then I’m ready for you to take me to school.”
              She takes a long, slow sip of her coffee and when she sets it back down she smiles at me.               “Thank you, honey. I’m really proud of you for finishing those applications. I know how overwhelming it all is but trust me, you won’t regret going to college.”
              Just because I filled them out doesn’t mean I’ve changed my mind. With everything else going on, I just think it would be better for me to put it off a year until everything is over.
              But I have zero intention of telling her that. When I come back inside, she is setting her coffee down.
              “Are you ready?” she asks.
              “Yeah.”
              The short ride to school feels much longer than usual. I gaze out the window at the fields of wildflowers just starting to bloom and try not to focus on how embarrassing this whole thing is. I’m practically an adult and yet my mother is driving me to school. It’s so not cool.
              “Thanks, Mom,” I tell her grudgingly as she drops me off in front of the school.
              “Don’t forget that I need you to watch Maddie for me this evening,” she reminds me.
              “What else would I be doing?” The sarcasm in my voice isn’t lost on her.
              “Mia,” she scolds. “Do you think I’m happy that I had to ground my nearly 18-year-old daughter? Because I’m not, not at all, but you have to understand how scared I was. It’s my job to keep you safe. You have no idea how terrifying it was not knowing where you were.” Her voice breaks and I’m afraid she’s going to cry again.
              “Sorry, I know. It just sucks. But you’re right. I sorta deserve it. See you later, Mom.”
              “I love you, Mia. I’ll pick you up after school.”
              “Love you too.”
              Grey and Adele are sitting on one of the benches in the front of the entrance waiting for me so I guess it was Jacoby’s turn to babysit me at my house this morning. I wave good-bye to my mom and head towards them.
              They both wear the same distinct expression of someone reluctantly delivering bad news. It makes me increasingly nervous the closer I get.
              “What’s going on?” I ask once I’m close enough to whisper. They could’ve heard me whisper from my car with their super-elfish hearing but since I wanted to be able to hear their response, I waited.
              “Did you watch the news this morning?” Grey asks.
              “No, mom didn’t have it turned on for once. Why?” He and Adele exchange a look which prompts me to ask, “What’s going on?”
              “There’s been another missing person reported.”
              “Another one? This can’t be a coincidence—.”
              “I suspect as much,” Grey answers.
              “We can’t really know for sure. There’s no evidence to support that theory,” Adele points out.
              “There’s no evidence to say that it’s not them either,” Grey counters.
              “Is it another student?” I ask, fearing that it’s another classmate whose face I’ll never see again in the hallway.
              “No,” Grey answers slowly, as though preparing me for the worst.
              “It was Dave, Mia.”
              “No,” I gasp. He might not have been my favorite person, but I’ve been working for him for almost two years now.  I may not have always liked him very much, but I didn't want anything bad to happen to him.
              The first warning bell rings and Adele has to guide me to my locker because I’m still in shock.
 I take my usual seat in the front of my class and wait impatiently for Jacoby to appear. I’m surprised he isn’t here yet.  
              All morning the subject of the missing locals is a hot topic. Even the teachers can’t hide their own anxiety. There are lots of whispers and even some tears amongst those who knew someone who had vanished without a trace. It makes me uneasy because I think I know what’s going on and I can’t tell anyone. Even if I could, it’s not like what I would be telling them would offer any comfort. I look for Jacoby all morning, but he doesn’t show up until lunch.
              “Where’ve you been?”
              His smile wanes when he hears the stress in my voice.
              “I had some things to take care of. Why what happened?”
              “You could’ve at least told me. I’ve been looking for you all morning.”
              “Sorry, Lark. If I told you what I was doing you would’ve just insisted on coming with me and I couldn’t risk that.”
              “What were you doing?”
              He looks around and then reverts to talking to me inside my head so nobody can overhear us.
              “I was doing a little investigating in the Underworld.”
              “What!?” I exclaim out loud causing people to stop and stare at us.
              Jacoby shakes his head before pulling me by the hand out the door and toward the parking lot.               Everybody’s leaving for lunch so the parking lot is swarming with students. We walk hastily to the tree line with no regard for discretion. If anybody notices us, they’d probably just assume we were sneaking out here to make out.
              As soon as we are hidden from view, we transport to one of the gardens of Álfheimr. The yellow roses are vibrant under the sun and their sweet smell overwhelms my senses.
              “You didn’t go back there! Why would you do that?”
              “I had to. People are disappearing and I needed to know if they were responsible,” he explains.
              “What did you think was going to happen? Did you think that you'd just walk up to the castle and request an audience with Dugan and you guys would have a little chat over tea and scones ” I scoff. I can’t believe how daft he can be sometimes. “You know how dangerous that place is for you! Why would you even risk it?”
              “Don’t worry, I’m not that stupid. I didn’t venture anywhere close to Dugan’s castle. I transported to the other side of the Olfossά river, in the Móh'rhím territory.”
              “Móh'rhím?” I ask. That’s the second time I’ve heard that word.
              “Yeah. You know, the Shadow Elves.”              
              I eye him warily. “What the heck are Shadow Elves?”
              He cocks an eyebrow and says, “You didn’t think that the world of mythological creatures was limited to the Light and Dark did you? There has to be something in between.”
              “Nobody has ever mentioned anything about Shadow Elves.”
              “That’s because hardly anyone has ever seen one. They tend to, you know, mind their own business. They rarely get involved with anything that doesn’t directly involve them, they prefer just to observe, well, from the shadows.
              “And they live in the Underworld?”
              “Yeah, they were the only inhabitants of the Underworld before Dugan went dark and Sól banished him and the Dökkálfar there.”
              “Okaaay, so Shadow Elves. Right. Um, so what were you doing there?”
              “I needed to know if the Dark Elves are responsible for the missing people.”
              “How would they know?”
              “They know everything,” he states, like that should be obvious.
              “What did they say?”
              “I couldn’t find them.”
              “Seriously?”
              He nods before saying to himself, “If I just would’ve had more time.”
              “Had more time?”
              “Yeah, I guess you can’t transport directly to their castle. It’s hidden so that the Dark Elves can’t invade and take over the rest of their territory. I’m not sure how to even find it but I know it’s on the other side of the mountains to the east of Dugan’s castle.”
              “Are you going to go back?”
              “I have to try.”
              “No you really don’t. So what if it is them?
Knowing for sure won’t change anything. It sucks either way.”
              “Yes it does, but knowing whether or not they are behind it will affect how we respond.”
              “Please promise me you won’t go back—at least not alone. It’s too risky. What if the Dökkálfar found you? I’d never see you again.” The tears start pouring like rain down my face and I can’t help but wonder why I’m so freaking emotional! It’s embarrassing.  Jacoby pulls me into his arms, pressing his face into the top of my head.
              “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. I won’t go back. I’ll think of another way to get to the bottom of this. Come on. Let’s go get something to eat before heading back to school.”
              I wipe away my tears. “Is my face all red?”
              “Just your nose.” He kisses it. “I never noticed how green your eyes are.”
              “They only look this green when I cry.”
              “Like identical mood rings.”
              “Something like that.”
              As we walk through the castle toward the dining room we pass a familiar face.
              “Good afternoon, Princess,” a female dark-haired elf greets me warmly.
              “Hello.” I return her greeting, feeling awkward because I don’t really remember her name but I also don’t want to ask because that would be really embarrassing.
              “Nice to see you, Anya,” Jacoby nods towards her, but she responds with only a curt nod of her own before hastily walking away. That part doesn’t come as a surprise--hardly any of the Light Elves are friendly toward Jacoby, but I’m surprised that he knew her name.
               “I met her a few weeks ago when I was waiting for Isobel.” He answers my thought before I even had a chance to vocalize it.
              “Oh.”
              “And yes, she’s always that friendly,” he says sarcastically.
              “She didn’t seem that bad.”
              “To you Princess, but to the rest of us paupers, her manners are somewhat lacking.”
              “Jacoby! Mia!” Isobel calls out from down the hall. “What are you doing here?”
              “We decided that human food just wasn’t going to do it for us today so we needed to indulge in the deliciousness that can only be found here for lunch,” Jacoby answers as he allows Isobel to hug him. She pulls me into her arms next and for someone so tiny, I’m always surprised at how fiercely she can hug.
              “How long can you stay?” she asks.
              “Not very long.” We only have forty-five minutes for lunch, which never seems long enough and probably explains why fifth hour is a popular class to skip. Of course, I’ve only skipped school the one time and it had nothing to do with not having enough time to eat my lunch.  
              “Well then, I won’t keep you. But you must return later so we can chat. Jacoby told me you guys will be attending the prom and that you need a dress.”
              “Yeah, but as of right now I’m still grounded so prom might be a no-go.”
              “Oh no! Surely your mom will not have you miss prom? It is a big deal, no?”
              “Sorta, I mean, yeah, especially since it’s my senior year.”
               “See? She has to let you go! And I would be honored to have Eloise design a dress for you. Please say yes.”
              “Eloise?”
              “Oh yes, she’s fantastic. She designs all of my formal ball gowns.”
              I was planning on going dress shopping in Topeka since our mall sucks, but shopping really isn’t all that fun without Hannah. I’m thinking that having a dress designed just for me sounds way better.
              “Okay, thanks,” I agree wholeheartedly “But on one condition: I refuse to wear heels so the dress has to be suitable for flats.”
              “I am sure that can be arranged. Oh, I am so happy. I’m going to go make all the arrangements right away!” She kisses both of my cheeks before practically floating away.
              We transport back to the rear parking lot at MHS with a few minutes to spare before our next class. Jacoby walks me to my class where Hannah’s sitting at our shared desk. She looks furious and I’m nervous because I know I’m about to get my butt chewed and there won’t be anything I can do but take it because I know it’s my fault. I blow out a gush of air and prepare myself for the verbal lashing I’m about to receive at the hand of my best friend.
              “Where were you Saturday?” she demands as soon as she sees me.
              “I’m sorry! Something came up.”
              “Something came up? Seriously? Have you noticed that’s been your excuse for everything lately? Why can’t you come up with something a little more original, Mia? Or better yet, why don’t you try the truth for a change? Because it’s not like I don’t know exactly who you were with.” Her voice is filled with venom. “You know what? Forget it. I’m done. I don’t even care anymore. I just think it’s really sad and pathetic that as soon as you get a boyfriend you find it so easy to discard your best friend. You want me to trust you? To believe that you  still care about me? Well, why don't you start by being actually being here for me.”
              I start to tell her that that isn’t it at all, I never meant to make her feel like she isn't important to me, but I know exactly why she  does and I can’t give her any explanations to contradict it.  I know that she must be so irritated and it kills me that I can't just tell her everything.
              “I’m sorry.” The words don’t seem like enough but they’re all I’ve got.
              She rolls her eyes then turns toward the front of the class, crossing her arms and ignoring me for the rest of the hour.
              Jacoby meets me by my locker after school and he doesn’t even ask me what’s wrong; he just wraps his arms around me and holds me tight. When I’m upset I forget to block out my thoughts so I know that he already knows. That’s definitely one of the perks of having your boyfriend in your head.
              “I’m sorry, Lark. I know it sucks but she’ll forgive you eventually. It’s Hannah. She can’t stay mad at you forever.”
              “Are you sure about that?”
              “She’ll come around. You’re her best friend. She might not remember that right now because she’s mad, but can you blame her? She has to feel like crap knowing that you’re keeping secrets from her.”
              “It’s not like I can really help that.”
              “I know. It’s not your fault, Lark. It’ll be okay.
She knows you aren’t a bad person. Once she cools down, she’ll forgive you. ”
              “Thank you for saying that even if it’s hard to believe right now.”
              He presses his lips to my forehead. I close my eyes and breathe him in. “Do you think you’ll be able to transport to Álfheimr tonight?”
              “I doubt it.” I sigh in disappointment. “Even if I wasn’t grounded, I still wouldn’t be able to. I have to babysit Maddie tonight.”
              “Oh yeah, your mom has her big opening tonight, right?”
              “Yeah.”
              “I’m guessing a date tomorrow night to celebrate your birthday is out too then, huh?” he says with a disheartened shrug of his shoulders.
              “Unfortunately.”
              “Rain check?”
              “Of course,” I assure him. “Maybe when they leave tonight you can come over and not just be a creeper on my roof, you can actually come inside and hang out with me.”
              “I do not creep on your roof. Okay, sometimes I do but it’s all in the name of chivalry, I swear.” He smirks irresistibly. “Let me know when the coast is clear and I’m there. I’ll even bring movies and day-old movie theater popcorn.”
              “You sure do know the way to a girl’s heart,” I laugh.
              “Yours is the only heart I ever want to make a home in,” he whispers, uncharacteristically serious and with a penetrating look in his emerald green eyes that causes my breath to catch in my chest.
              I hear a honk and look up to find my mom’s vehicle a few cars down from the front so I kiss him on the cheek and wave good-bye.
              “See you later.” I speak inside his head. His answering smirk awakens the butterflies in my stomach and I feel better knowing I have something to look forward to later.
 


Chapter Fourteen
 
 
I wake up on April eighteenth expecting to feel different but I don’t. I feel exactly the same as I did when I fell asleep the night before but even if I don’t feel any older, I’m officially an adult now—and that’s just weird.
Mom, Paul, and Maddie are all seated at the round kitchen table when I come down the stairs ready to go to school. Like a perfectly timed chorus they greet me with an off-key “Happy Birthday” song.
“Officially a grown up,” Paul says, as he musses my hair before giving me an awkward one armed hug.
Mom hands me a small box wrapped in festive paper with the words ‘Happy Birthday’ in bright rainbow colors all over it
“Thanks, Mom.” I take it from her and unwrap it. It looks like a jewelry box so I’m surprised when I open it to find a large key. I look up in confusion to find her and Paul beaming down at me. She even has tears in her eyes.
“What’s this?”
“Why don’t you go look out front?” Paul suggests.
I open the front door and in the driveway where my old piece of junk blue car used to sit, is a shiny, new bright yellow Volkswagen Beetle.
It’s adorable. It’s my dream car. It’s brand new. It’s all mine.
But it’s completely and excessively unnecessary.
“You guys really shouldn’t have,” I tell them. They are standing on the front porch, arms wrapped around each other and looking so happy as they watch me stare in shock at the car that is now mine.
“Don’t be silly, Mia. It’s your 18th birthday. We want you to go off to college next year in a reliable car. You deserve this and so much more. We love you so much, sweetie.” My mom steps off the porch and envelopes me in her arms.
“Thanks, Mom.” I blush because I don’t feel like I deserve her praise. I’ve spent the majority of the last few months lying to her. It’s not exactly something I’m proud of.
“Happy Birthday.” She kisses the top of my head. “I can’t believe you’re eighteen. It seems like just yesterday I was changing your diapers.”
“Moooommmmm.”
“Okay, okay.” She hugs me again. “Ready to head to school?”
I nod, sparing my new car one more affectionate look before handing her the key. “Do you think you could at least drive me to school in my new car?” I ask hopefully.
“No.”
I sigh in disappointment.
“But you can drive yourself to school in your brand new car, Birthday Girl.” She hands the key back to me grinning.
“Really?”
“Yes. Officially no longer grounded.”
“Are you sure?”
“Do you want me to change my mind?”
“Definitely not!” I squeal in excitement. “Thanks Mom! Bye Paul!”
“Have a great day, honey!” she calls after me.
The leather seats are smooth and so much nicer than the rough, ripped to shreds driver seat of my old car. It’s so clean and has that overwhelmingly strong new-car smell. I’ve never been that fond of the smell before but today, I’m loving it.
 When I pull into the parking lot Jacoby is waiting for me. He’s empty handed which I notice right away. It’s kind of peculiar because I know for a fact that he already bought my present. Is it too big to bring to school? That doesn’t seem realistic. Maybe it’s something that can only be given in private? That could be interesting.
“Happy birthday, Lark!” He picks me up by my waist and kisses me leaving me momentarily breathless as I inhale his woodsy smell and my body fills with warmth from my toes to the tips of my ears.
When he pulls away I have to check to make sure I’m not accidentally glowing. That could be hard to explain.
“Hi,” he grins as he sets me back down on my own two feet.
“Hi.”
“Nice ride,” he says, tilting his head acknowledging my new car.
“Thanks. Guess what?”
“No longer grounded?”
“How’d you guess?”
“You drove to school like a big girl.” He winks at me to which I respond with a glare.
“Butthead.”
“So this means I get to take you out to celebrate your birthday right?”
“Yep!”
“Perfect. I’m guessing you want to drive?”
“Yep!” I can’t help but smile. I’ve never been so excited about a car before. I’m not one of those girls who gets all excited about cars and I never understand the hype around them. However, I’ve wanted a “Slug Bug” ever since my mom introduced me to the game in the fifth grade. Probably because it’s the only car that I can successfully identify from a distance and I wanted yellow because I figured it’d be easy to spot in a crowded parking lot.  
He kisses me again. “You’re kinda cute when you’re excited.”
“Just kinda cute?”
“Eh,” he shrugs before smirking. “Come on Birthday Girl. Let’s get to class. Don’t want to risk your newly free status.”
The day passes quickly with the typical ‘happy birthdays’ as I pass people in the hall. Adele brought me a delicious birthday cake.
“We would’ve brought your presents to school today but Alberico asked us to wait to celebrate together,” Adele tells me as she cuts into the decadent chocolate cake with raspberry topping.
“You guys didn’t need to get me anything.”
The three of them chuckled.
“Just wait until you see what Alberico and Isobel have planned,” Jacoby laughs. “Every time I see her she can hardly stop talking about it.”
“What do you mean?”
“Mia, you are the first princess we’ve had in at least a century. You didn’t honestly expect Alberico to NOT go a little overboard, did you?” Adele remarks.
“What’s a little overboard? Please tell me there isn’t going to be another ball.” I gasp as they all exchanged a guilty look. “No!”
“It’ll be fine. This time I’ll be there,” Jacoby whispers huskily in my ear before kissing my cheek.
“When is this dreadful event supposed to take place?” I ask grudgingly.
“That part’s supposed to be a surprise,” Jacoby says with a smirk.
“Not cool.”
“I will tell you, it’s not going to interfere with prom this weekend.” He smiles slyly.
Despite the threat of a birthday ball, the rest of the day is fine, great even, until the final bell rings and I realize that the only thing that would’ve made today more perfect is if Hannah and I could’ve made up. Unfortunately I didn’t see her at all today.
“Why the frown, Lark?” Jacoby asks as we’re walking out to my car.  
“Hannah wasn’t here today.”
“Are you sure? I thought I saw her this morning.”
“She wasn't in class.” 
“Maybe she skipped? You know, maybe she just wanted to avoid you today?” He says carefully. 
“Yeah, maybe.”
Jacoby stares at me with a pondering look in his eyes before saying, “I know everyone else is waiting until your party to give you your presents but—” He smiles slyly as he slides the key to my car out of my hands. “I get to drive though.”
“Where are we going?”
“Now if I could tell you that I wouldn’t have to drive now would I?”
Jacoby drives down Tuttle Creek Blvd until we are so far outside of the Manhattan city limits that I’m not even really sure where we are anymore. He turns onto a steep side road that winds down into a valley tucked inside a heavily wooded area. We pull up to a tiny white paint-chipped house that has one window with broken blue shutters and a wrap-around porch complete with a splintered wooden porch swing that looks as if it would collapse under the slightest weight.
“Where are we?”
“This,” he gestures widely, “is my house. Well, at least the home address the school has on file as my house.”
“Do you ever stay here?”
“Eh, occasionally. When I’m not on overnight duty watching you anyway.”
I don’t worry so much about Grey and Adele’s lack of sleep since they are pure Light Elves and don’t require as much sleep as humans and Half-bloods do. But I always feel bad when Jacoby has to guard overnight since he goes through about five cups of coffee and at least two shots of those 5-hour Energy drinks the next day.
We step up on the creaky porch and he digs the key out from underneath the dirty Welcome mat.
He follows me in and flips on a light switch revealing that the inside of the house is just as run-down as the outside, although it appears to be tidy. There aren’t even any unwashed dishes in the sink.
“Don’t be too impressed,” Jacoby says in response to my thought. “I rarely eat here.”
“Why do you stay here at all? You have such a nice room in Álfheimr,” I ask curiously.
“It’s less hostile here,” he replies with a shrug and a piece of my heart breaks because I remember what it was like when I first got to Álfheimr. As much as I tried not to let it bother me, I hated the whispers and stares that accompanied me wherever I went in the castle. There was really no way anyone could deny that I belonged there, I am Alberico’s daughter after all, illegitimate or not. But Jacoby lived with the Dark Elves for most of his life so even though his mother was a Light Elf, his loyalties remain in question in the minds of most of the Light Elves.  Jacoby has never let on that it really affected him until now.
“I didn’t realize it bothered you so much,” I tell him as I wrap my arms around his waist.
“It’s fine. Really. I’ll get over it. It’s just nicer here.” He laughs as I gaze dubiously around the rundown shack. “Well, I mean, not really in that sense but it’s quiet and peaceful here.”
“Is it safe for you though? To be here alone?”
“I can take care of myself,” he says with a smirk. “Stay here for a minute.”
He steps into what I assume is his bedroom and returns with two badly wrapped gifts. I can’t help but laugh a little.
“Next time I’m hiring someone to wrap your presents for me,” he says.
“Don’t. I like it better like this.”
He hands me the bigger of the two first. As soon as it’s in my hands I have a hunch that it’s a book. He used so much tape to compensate for his lack of wrapping abilities that it’s hard to actually rip into the pink crinkly paper. Once I do, I realize he has given me a copy of my favorite book, which seems funny since he knows I already have one. I’ve only read it about ten times in the short amount of time he’s known me.
“I know you have a copy. But open it up.”
I do as he says and realize that not only has it been signed by the author, but it’s been personalized to me.
“No way! Oh my gosh! How did you get this?” I squeal shamelessly, hugging the book to my chest.
“I used my powers of persuasion,” he grins excitedly.
“It’s perfect! Thank you so much!”
“You’re not done yet,” he says, handing me the second box. It’s much smaller than the first and there isn’t a doubt in my mind that this is a jewelry box. I gingerly lift the silver lid off the box to reveal a white gold necklace with a bird in flight suspended from the chain.
A lark.
“I saw it and knew I wanted you to have it.” He takes the necklace out of the box and fastens it around my neck, kissing my shoulder before turning me around to face him so he could see it on me. The chain is slightly shorter than the amulet that Alberico gave me months ago to help me transport on my own. I know from the moment he fastens it around my neck that, like the amulet, I’ll never take it off.
“It’s beautiful. I love it!” I stand on my tippy toes so I am eye level with him. “I love you.”
 “Better than Old Navy?” he teases.
“A million times better. I couldn’t have picked out more perfect gifts myself.”
“So,” I start. “Are we alone?”
“Yeah.” He makes a show of looking around the room.
“I mean really alone.”  His eyes light with understanding as he realizes that I’m referring to his assigned partner on duty.
“Um…” He gazes intently out the window before chuckling, clearly amused. “Actually we are. I guess Adele decided to disappear for the moment.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yeah, I can’t see her aura anymore.”
I’m going to have to thank her for this later.
“So we aren’t going to be interrupted anytime soon?” I ask demurely.
“For the time being anyway.” He tilts his head to the side, obviously confused by my line of questioning. I take his hand and pull him over to the faded floral couch sitting against the wall in the living room. He doesn’t sit down right away and is still looking at me like I’m nuts so I set my new book down on the coffee table and gently push him down onto the couch before climbing into his lap. I stifle a giggle when his eyes widen in surprise.
Get the drift now?
I hear his heart pounding in sync with my own and I take a moment to appreciate the way his green eyes sparkle mischievously and the way his auburn hair falls casually in front of his eyes. His cheeks are scruffy but I don’t mind. He licks his lips nervously.
“Mia,” he whispers, right before I press my lips firmly on his. Though he’s hesitant at first, I begin to trail light kisses down his neck and he finally gives in, gripping me around the waist, pulling me closer to him.
Our lips collide and the fluttering in my stomach takes full flight. I feel like I’m being lifted off the earth, flying amongst the clouds closer and closer to the sun until my entire body is blissfully on fire. Jacoby shifts, lowering me gently onto my back. He hovers above me as he lifts off his shirt. I run my hands over his taut stomach, up to his chest and wrap my hand around his neck, pulling him back down to me.
There’s a new eagerness in the way that his lips dance with my own. I lower my hands to the hem of my shirt and as I start to yank it up, he grabs my hands firmly.
“We’ve got to stop,” he whispers huskily, his breath ragged as he breaks the kiss.
“Why?” I ask breathlessly.
“Because we shouldn’t do this and if we don’t stop now, it’s going to be impossible for me to control myself.”
I bite my lip teasingly in response. “What if I don’t want to stop?” The whispered words hang in the air for a moment.
“Our first time is not going to be on this ratty old couch.”
“What if I don’t care?” I retort stubbornly as I arch my back and wrap my arms around his neck, pulling myself up so our eyes and lips are aligned.
“I care—so we need to stop.” He pulls both of my hands down from around his neck, shifting our bodies into a much more PG sitting position. He must’ve seen the disappointment in my eyes. “Believe me, that was much harder than I made it seem.”
He kisses my cheek and when I still refuse to crack a smile he starts tickling me until I’m in tears from laughing so hard.
“Okay, okay, I give up trying to seduce you,” I say between giggles. “I solemnly swear I’ll never do it again.”
He stops abruptly.  “I didn’t say never do it again.” He reaches down and pulls me back into a sitting position on his lap. “I just said I didn’t want it to happen on this couch.” He smirks mischievously and the wheels start turning in my head.
Hmmmm, prom is coming up.
As soon as I think it, his suggestive smile widens and my breath hitches in response to his smoldering gaze. He suddenly closes his eyes and takes a deep breath, leaning forward so our foreheads are touching.
“Come on, Lark. I need to get you home before my self-control wanes.”
Prom is looking better and better.
He carries me out to my car over his shoulder but he at least lets me drive.
When I pull into the driveway, I look over at him and he gives me that adorable half-grin of his.
“Can I walk you to your door?”
I laugh. “Sure.”
He holds my hand, swinging it as we walk up the sidewalk to my house. Before we even get to the first step, the front door opens and Grey’s standing there holding Maddie Rose in his arms with an annoyed scowl on his face.
Maddie’s waving her arms and calling out to me, “Mimi’s home!”
“Hi Maddie-girl!” I take her into my arms and ask Grey, “What’s going on?”
“Where have you been?” he demands in a hushed tone, not wanting to upset Maddie.
“With Jacoby.” I blush thinking about what I’ve been doing the last hour, really hoping that Grey doesn’t press for a more specific answer. “Why? What’s going on?”
 “Your mother has been trying to reach you. Something happened to her art exhibit.”
“What? What happened?” I dig my phone out of the bottom of my purse and sure enough, I have twenty-seven missed calls, fourteen voicemails, and eleven text messages—each one progressively more desperate than the last.
“Somebody broke in through a window and vandalized every single one of her paintings.”
“Are you serious?”
“It gets worse. Out of all the pieces in the entire gallery, only her paintings were disturbed. Someone specifically targeted her. Nothing else was even touched, but everything with her name on it was destroyed. It's as though someone wanted to send a very specific message.”
“Who would do something like that?”
Grey fixes me a pointed look and I know exactly who would do something like that.
“Ethan,” I state.
 “Who else?”  
Jacoby wraps his arm around my shoulders, tucking me close to him and says, “We’ve got to do something about this.”
 None of us even knows where to begin as we mull the situation over in frustrated silence in front of my house. Mom’s probably devastated. She has been working nonstop for the past year and in one single night all of it is ruined and it’s all my fault.
 “Gaway fixed me sgetti and meatbawls,” Maddie babbles, interrupting the silence.
“You cooked?” Jacoby cocks an eyebrow at him clearly amused.
 “Obviously I wasn’t going to let her starve, Jacoby.”  
“Yeah, but you cooked. A normal guy would’ve just ordered pizza or something.”
“I hardly consider spaghetti and meatballs a culinary challenge but regardless, she needed fed so I fed her.”
“Sgetti and meatbawls!” Maddie chirps. She beams up at Grey and surprisingly he smiles back at her--a genuine smile that he reserves only for rare occasions. I myself have only witnessed the gloriousness of his true smile a couple of times. Maddie flaps her arms and reaches for him. Grey’s eyes soften as he affectionately scoops her out of my arms and she squeals with delight.
“Why did she call you anyway?” I ask him, completely baffled. After all, it seems odd that she would call Grey of all people.
“Kate trusts me,” Grey answers pointedly, and I can’t help but think that his words are meant as a jab towards Jacoby since he knows my mom isn’t a big fan of his. “Actually, I was looking for Jacoby and figured he’d be wherever you were so I stopped by here and heard Kate frantically trying to reach you. I told her I’d stay here with Maddie and keep trying to get a hold of you so that she could go tend to the damage.”
“Thank you, you’re a life saver.”
“My pleasure.” He then turns to Jacoby and asks, “Are you able to cover the shift tonight? Adele and I have some work to do in Álfheimr.”
“Of course,” Jacoby replies.
“Thank you,” Grey says before turning back towards me. “I’ll go now so you can get Maddie to bed. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Bye, Gaway!” Maddie waves.
“Good night, Maddie Rose. Sleep tight and don’t let the bed bugs bite,” he tells her as he pats her on the head making her giggle. Grey nods once to me and walks down the sidewalk out of Maddie’s line of sight before transporting—not that she’d understand what just happened, but better safe than sorry.
Jacoby takes Maddie out of my arms and swings her around in a circle. “Grey may make spaghetti and meatballs but I bet he doesn’t do the voices when he reads your favorite book, now does he?”
Maddie claps and giggles.
I follow my sister and my boyfriend into my house, feeling heartbroken. Mom’s probably devastated.
And I know that this is only the beginning.
 


Chapter Fifteen
 
 

There are only two days left before my senior prom. Isobel insisted that I come to the castle after school Thursday for a fitting. I tried explaining to her that this wasn’t my wedding and that most people just buy a dress off the rack and call it good but she couldn’t fathom such a ridiculous thought. And truth be told, she’s pretty stubborn when she wants to be.
Eloise is probably the only elf I’ve met so far that actually stands taller than me, albeit not much, but enough for me to take notice. Her long dark hair is pulled back and braided intricately, yet it still falls to her calves. I think if she were to undo it, it would fall into a shiny black heap on the floor at her feet like a dark-haired Rapunzel.
She designed five different gowns for me to look at and try on. The first is a tight yellow sheath dress as bright as the sun with diamond embellishments and a slit up to my thigh—which is more than a little out of my comfort zone. The next one is a lavender dress with a big poofy bottom that reminds me of a shower loofa. There is also a red satin dress with a sweetheart neckline and a champagne colored ruffled organza strapless gown, but I ultimately decide on the simplest one of the bunch—a midnight blue one made out of silk with a corset top and a full billowy skirt.
I stand on a low wooden box as Eloise works her magic, making the strapless, blue dress fit perfectly. I feel a little like Scarlett O’Hara in the full skirt that moves like a bell when I sway side to side—which I keep doing over and over much to her dismay, but it’s just so much fun. I don’t think strapless dresses were in fashion back in the pre-Civil War times, but if there was a Southern belle who would have attempted to pull it off, it would’ve been Miss Scarlett.
Freya and I exchange exaggerated annoyed looks back and forth but honestly, it’s not the worst thing ever. I think Isobel, however, is having the best time. She keeps gushing over how stunning I look.
The dress is lovely and no one else will have one even remotely similar so that’s definitely a point in its favor. Plus, I can’t complain too much--Eloise did agree to make it short enough that I can wear flats.
“Oh, Mia, you look stunning,” Isobel tells me for at least the hundredth time. “Do you love it?”
“It’s beautiful.” I assure her, also for the hundredth time.
There’s a quick tap on the door. “Come in,” I call out.
“Mia, your—,” Grey stops mid-sentence, eyes widening like a cartoon character and he swallows harshly before regaining his composure. I guess he likes the dress, I think to myself. Hopefully Jacoby has a similar reaction. “Um, your father would like to see you before you head home,” he finishes, clearing his throat nervously.
“Okay, thanks. I think we’re almost done.” I look hopefully at Eloise.
“Yep, that about does it,” Eloise tells me before turning to Grey. “Do you mind waiting outside?”
Grey clears his throat again before nodding and backing out of the room, never taking his eyes off of me.
 Eloise and Freya lift the dress off of me. “I’ll have the alterations finished this evening and you can pick it up tomorrow.”
“That quickly?” I ask.
“Oh yes, my dear.”
“Okay, thank you!” I tell her, completely impressed. 
“Before I go,” Eloise says as she exchanges a look with Isobel. “Which dress is your second favorite?” 
There’s something about the way she asks that causes me to narrow my eyes in suspicion at her. Isobel smiles sweetly and I have a feeling this isn’t about having a back-up prom dress. 
“Why?” I ask, feigning ignorance.
“Oh, you know my dear, just curious.”
“Fine. The champagne one.” 
“Thank you!” She scurries from the room, holding the dress folded over her arms. 
“Don’t think for a second that I don’t know what that was all about,” I tell Isobel.
“Oh, don’t spoil our fun!” she says with a perfectly delighted smile. “The champagne one was my favorite.”
“I liked the red one too. It was really hard to pick one. They were all really pretty,” I admit. 
As nice as it was to have dresses custom made for me, I feel a twinge of sadness that I didn’t get to go dress shopping with Hannah and my mom.  
She wasn’t in class again today. I tried calling her cell and when she didn’t answer I called her house but nobody answered. I left messages on both phones and I even went so far as to drive by their house to see if anyone was home—they weren't. 
Their neighbor said that she hasn't seen any of the Petersons in a few days so there's probably a logical explanation for Hannah's absence and as her ex-best friend, I'm just not privy to the information. 
Something about it still bothers me though. I can't help but wonder what Ethan meant by his 'big plans' for her and I'll feel much better when she's back and I can see she's okay with my own two eyes.
“Are you okay. Mia?” Isobel asks.
“Yeah, I'm fine. Just thinking about everything.”
“Have you and Hannah made up yet?”
“No. I guess she's out of town or something. She's not returning my phone calls.”
“It's hard, living this dual existence of yours isn't it?”
“Yeah, it is. I feel like I don't really belong any where.”
“I wish I could tell you it will get easier, but I'm afraid I have no way of knowing if that is true.”
“I know, thanks anyway. Is Jacoby still here?”
“I think so.” Isobel smiles affectionately. “We're supposed to have tea so we can discuss some more options for closing that portal we found. So far, nothing we’ve tried has been successful.”
She scrunches up her brow in frustration.
“Do you think it’s even possible?”
“There must be a way to do it. We just have to keep trying. Don’t worry my dear, we’ll get it figured out eventually,” she assures me.
“I hope so. Tell him to call me later okay?”
“Of course.”
“Thanks. See you later, Isobel.”
Grey is still waiting outside my door so I’m guessing he’s supposed to walk me down to wherever Alberico is.
Alberico is in his throne room, which always makes me nervous since it’s so much more official than his sitting room despite the fact that both rooms are for, well, sitting. Why he needs so many gigantic rooms all to himself, I’ll never know. The sitting room is casual, bright and airy with large windows, a perfect place to display all of his paintings. The throne room on the other hand is stuffy, with small circular windows so high up on the wall that they afford no view and do nothing for the lighting. Columns line the walls decorated with colorful tapestries depicting images relating to the history of the Light Elves. Alberico’s throne sits in the center of the room. It seems so majestic and overstated in contrast with my father’s personality which is actually very laid back, despite his over-protective tendencies.
“Mia, how are you?” Alberico greets me as I enter and the remaining few Light Elves in the room bow deeply before making their exit.
“Good, I guess,” I tell him.
“Did you choose a prom dress?”
“I did. It’s lovely, definitely one-of-a-kind.”
“Good, good. Well, I just wanted to let you know that I will be away from the kingdom for a day or two, though I should return before Saturday. I’d really love to see you and Jacoby before prom.”
“Where are you going?”
“I just have some business to take care of, nothing for you to worry about. However, I would like to know how you would feel about being left in charge in my absence.”
“What? Me? Um, no. I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“I understand. I just wanted to offer you the chance.”
“Thanks, but no thanks. I’m really not comfortable being in charge. Can’t the Duke and Duchess do it?”
“Yes, they are naturally my second choice. Like I said, I just wanted to give you the chance.” He seems disappointed by my rejection of his offer.
“When do you leave?”
“Today.  I just wanted to make sure to say good-bye before I left.”
“Oh, okay. Well, um, have a safe trip.”
“Thank you, I will see you soon.” Alberico gives me a hug before dismissing me.
 When I transport back into my house the putrid smell of burnt pasta and cheese is heavy in the air. It's not like my Suzy-Homemaker Mom to burn anything so I immediately assume the worst and race down the stairs knowing something is horribly wrong.
“Mom?” I call, rushing over to the stove top to turn it off and remove the skillet full of blackened penne pasta in alfredo sauce and shove it in the sink. “Mom?!” I cry out again as I run cold water over the pan until it stops steaming.
“I'm in here, honey,” her voice sounds strangled and my insides clench tightly as I walk towards the living room where I can now hear the TV.
The 5 o'clock news is on with a special report.
There's been another report of a missing person, bringing the total up to six locals. They're now calling in the FBI to investigate the matter. And while that news alone is terrible, that isn't what has my eyes glued to the screen. That isn't what causes the bile to rise from my stomach into my mouth. That isn't what has my throat tightening to the point that I can't breathe.
It's Hannah's face on the TV that suffocates me.
“Oh honey, I’m so sorry,” My mom says as she stands up, arms outreached and ready to comfort me.
I can’t speak. I hold my hands up to stop her before she gets close enough.
“I—I can’t—I gotta—” I turn and run from the house as fast as I can. I run down the street, turning on the back road that connects my house with Hannah’s. The one we spent countless days riding our bikes back and forth between our houses all summer long. I see the cars, the lights, the news reporters from a block away and  I can’t run any further. I stop, clutching the stitch in my side, trying to catch my breath but my lungs feel too small. I gasp desperately for air, but it’s no use.  
My head is spinning, black circles are interfering with my vision, and just before I give in and allow the darkness to overtake me, strong arms wrap around me, pulling me up and cradling me against a chest that smells familiar—like apples and sandalwood.
“Breathe, Mia. Just breathe.”
“I can’t.” A million what-ifs are racing around the dark corners of my mind. What if I would’ve just told Hannah the truth? What if she had been aware of the other world where evil creatures of storybooks actually exist? What if they took her because she’s my best friend?  “Grey, do you think it’s too late?”
He nods sadly. “I’m sorry, Mia, but if they have her, I’m not sure if there is anything we can really do.”
The world distorts itself around me like a Fun House mirror, making me feel dizzy and nauseated. My lungs collapse in on themselves as the furious beating of my broken heart threatens to slam right out of my ripped open chest.
“I—can’t—breathe,” I gasp as Grey pulls me into his arms and holds me close to his chest, whispering words that I don’t understand. My tears fall freely, staining his shirt with wet splotches but he doesn’t care, he continues to hold me tight, comforting me just like he has done before. I feel his lips press down on the top of my head and even though this sweet gesture is completely innocent, my stomach flips unexpectedly which in turn elicits a crashing wave of guilt that instantly squashes the butterflies that had suddenly been awakened by his simple touch, shredding their wings into powdery oblivion until they no longer have any semblance of beauty.
Responding to the new tension, he lets go of me, unwrapping his arms from around me and taking a nervous step back. “Come on, let me take you to the castle. I’m sure Jacoby will—”
He doesn’t finish his sentence and I don’t really know what to say either so I just nod as I realize that the world has shifted again, leaving me wondering: what just happened?
Grey was my first crush, but he always made me feel like I wasn’t good enough for him. It turns out that wasn’t it at all. The biggest reason a relationship between the two of us would most likely be an epic fail is purely logistical; I’m mortal and he’s not. I’m the princess and he is employed by my father, the king, to protect me which means no distractions.
 It just never made much sense for us to be together. And then of course I met Jacoby and, like Grey said so many weeks ago in the garden after our first kiss, Jacoby and I are the same. We make sense.
I thought I was over my little crush, but now I’m wondering if those feelings for Grey will ever really go away.
I shake the traitorous thoughts from my head. I’m with Jacoby. I love Jacoby. This is not the time to be thinking about this. Hannah is gone, vanished without a trace and it’s completely my fault.
 Grey hesitates a moment before holding out his hand for me, like he always does, so that we can transport together but this time I’m not sure if it’s a good idea. Somehow, in just a matter of seconds, the harmless act of holding his hand doesn’t feel quite so innocent anymore. My eyes glance up from the palm of his hand to his face and his indigo eyes look so apologetic that I can’t reject his offering. With a deep breath, my hand connects with his, and the slight increase of pressure as his hand grips my own does not go unnoticed.
Neither does the faint fluttering of wings from the pit of my core.
 


Chapter Sixteen
 
 
Chaos. 
That’s what we just transported into. Complete chaos.  Everyone seems to be heading toward the north wing which contains the residential apartments.  Grey and I exchange a look then fall in line with the mad-rush.
We push through the crowd of elves that are congregating in the entrance way. I recognize the back of Freya’s head, and make my way toward her to see if she knows what’s going on. I tap her on her shoulder to get her attention and ask, “What’s happened?”
“Oh Mia, it’s terrible!” She leans in close to my ear and whispers the words. “It’s Isobel. There’s a rumor that she’s---that she’s dead.”
“What?” I gasp audibly. This cannot be happening. First Hannah and now Isobel?
Freya just nods, with tears streaming down her face like raindrops on a windowpane.
It can't be possible. I was just with her not even an hour ago right before I left to go home. She was supposed to be meeting up with Jacoby…
Elves are, by all rights and purposes, immortal. They can only die a few ways. Either they fall during battle, or they decide they have lived long enough and choose to depart from this life. When they choose to die, they return to nature--usually as a tree or a flower or maybe a gentle breeze. I don’t really know the logistics of it yet. All I know is that it is nearly impossible to kill an elf.
“How?” I’m completely dumbstruck and overwhelmed. 
“Come with me,” Grey says, placing his hand at my elbow and leading me through the crowd. Once the elves realize it’s me trying to get through, they give me a wide berth.
As we enter the apartment belonging to Duchess Isobel and her husband Duke Finnegan, I’m shocked by how different the tension is in here compared to that just outside the door. The anxiety is still there, but instead of loud and buzzing in the air like a swarm of angry bees, it’s silent and heavy like a thick leather coat that encompasses the entire body, weighing it down.
I scan the room and notice the little round table in the middle of the sitting room. Isobel’s favorite teapot sits in the center of the table on top of the pale blue tablecloth along with the seemingly ever present plate of scrumptious cookies.
 Then I notice that while one of the two teacups appears untouched, the second has been dropped on its side, the milky brown liquid pooling around it, the lumps of white tea leaves stuck to the inside of the cup. I watch as Adele picks up the cup of tea and carefully sets it upright.  
Finnegan stands beside Isobel staring down at the floor in shock. I may have had my doubts about his feelings toward me, but I have no reason to doubt his love for his wife. I have a sudden protective urge to console him in some way.  I’m not sure how he would respond to me though so I hold back.
Isobel’s lying on the bed. Someone has folded her hands neatly and rested them on top of her stomach. She’s completely still and sickly pale and the warmth that normally radiates from her is noticeably absent.
“What happened?” I ask Finnegan, but he just stares blankly at me, overwhelmed by his grief.
“We’re not sure.  Her heart is still beating, but barely. She’s alive but appears to be in some sort of deep sleep. We haven’t been able to arouse her,” Adele informs me solemnly. “Humans call it a coma.”
I approach the bed where Isobel is has been laid down and I press my hands to her torso. I concentrate on pulling the healing magic from within me and pushing it into her.  I feel the tingling sensation in my fingertips as I place my hands on her chest and shut my eyes.
I feel the power running through me but something is different. Usually the magic is a pleasant warmth pulsating through my veins, it reminds me of the way my skin feels when basking in the sun on a warm summer’s day just before the heat becomes so miserable that just the act of stepping outside causes sweat to drip from my brow.
This time, the heat isn’t remotely pleasant. It’s blisteringly and painful, like acid is being sucked back into my veins. It's almost as though the process is being reversed somehow and my body is fighting against it so instead of healing her, I'm absorbing her sickness into myself and infecting us both.
My veins feel like they are on fire and I can't breathe. I hold on as long as I can but the casutic burning continues to intensify and spread until it feels like it’s being leached into my entire body. I scream out in agony and someone pulls me away from her. I fall to my knees in exhaustion and Grey kneels down beside me.
Isobel still doesn’t stir.   
“Are you okay?” he asks.
“Why isn’t it working?” I mutter weakly more to myself than anybody else. 
Freya brings me a small glass of juice to sip. I wonder how she fetched it so quickly.
I’m surprised Jacoby isn't here. He and Isobel were supposed to have tea today so I assumed he was already at the castle. But if he was here in Álfheimr there’s no way he wouldn’t be in this room right now.  So where is he?
“Jacoby?” I try to speak to him in his mind but he doesn’t respond.
“This wasn’t supposed to happen.” Finnegan falls against the wall, burying his head in his hands, completely distraught. He looks up at me glaringly, 
“Why didn’t it work? Are you just not trying hard enough?” Finnegan awakens from his trance, storming toward me but as two male elves hold him back. That doesn’t stop him from yelling at me, “Don’t you want to heal her?”
“Of course I want to!” I defend myself. “I don’t know why—”
“This was part of your plan wasn’t it? You and that Dark Elf want to take over the kingdom, don’t you? You both are good for nothing traitors,” he hisses.
“What?!” I gasp, taken aback. His disdain surprises me since he has been so nice to me lately. It feels like his sudden attack coming out of nowhere. I thought that we were past all of this. “Of course that’s not true!”
I try to stand up but my knees buckle beneath me. How can he say those things to me? There’s no doubt that the 'Dark Elf' he’s referring to is Jacoby, but even though the majority of the Light Elves don’t trust him, I would think as Isobel's husband, Finnegan would know better since Jacoby and his aunt are so close. No one could question their bond.
“Lies,” he continues to yell at me, eyes piercing me with such malice. “This is all your fault.”
“I—but, I—” The words stick in my throat.
“Mia, come on,” Adele whispers, gently placing her hand on mine. “Let's get you to your room.”
Adele puts her delicate arm around my back while Grey helps from the opposite side. They guide me down the hall toward the spiral staircase that leads to my bedroom.
“Stop here. I need a moment,” I tell them. I take a moment to catch my breath, leaning into Grey for support before turning to Adele and asking, “Where's Jacoby?”
I don't miss the sadness that flashes in her eyes, causing anxiety to rise from the pit of my stomach.
“Where is he? Is he—“
“He was the last person to be seen with her.” She pauses as though reluctant to speak. “Finnegan has ordered him to be locked in the dungeon.”
“But Jacoby couldn’t have done this to her! He adores her. He’d never hurt her!” My heart kick-starts and races into full speed with such vigor that I wouldn’t be surprised if it flew right out of my chest.
“I believe you. But, Mia, it doesn’t look good.  It took Finnegan all of thirty seconds to persuade most of the elves that Jacoby is guilty. You know they didn’t really trust him to begin with anyway. And now the fact that you were unable to heal her—”
“It’s suspicious,” Grey finishes for her with a scoff. “He might be able to persuade them that you are somehow involved as well.”
“Oh!” Adele suddenly gasps. “I’ll be right back.”
Adele takes off down the hall and I’m left seething, feeling sick and devastated and so many other emotions right now that I don't know how much more my mind can take before it’s just going to explode from all of the pressure like a soda can that’s been shaken up and opened.
Humans aren’t made to tolerate this much pain.
 There's no way Jacoby's guilty. Whatever happened to Isobel was not Jacoby’s fault. And after everything, it seems unreasonable that the Light Elves could so easily believe that I would somehow have planned this whole thing as some evil ploy to overthrow my father. When have I ever given them the impression I have any desire to rule the kingdom?
“I have to see him.”
“You can’t. Finnegan has the dungeon locked down,” Grey informs me.
“How did he manage to do that?” I demand to know.
“Alberico is gone. He left Finnegan in charge.”
“But I’m the princess!” The energy that had started to return almost immediately after hearing that Jacoby was in trouble, now doubles. My adrenaline kicks into high gear and while only a minute ago I could barely walk without assistance, I'm now sprinting through the castle towards the dungeons where my boyfriend has been unjustly imprisoned.
“Mia, wait!” Grey calls after me but I don’t stop. I have to get to Jacoby. I have to know what happened and how Finnegan could accuse him of such a thing.
I dash down the stone hall toward the stairwell leading to the dungeon. Guards are stationed on either side of the door and as I approach they step in front of me, blocking my way.
“You can’t go in there, Princess,” says an elf that is barely taller than me.
“Move out of my way,” I demand, squaring up to the guard.
“Sorry, Your Highness, but we have our orders,” replies the other elf with hair as black as coal.
“Whose orders? Duke Finnegan’s?” I cock an eyebrow at him. “I’m the princess and I’m telling you to let me pass or I will report you to my father.”
I don’t like being so mean or using my title to get what I want, it makes me feel like a sleazy fraud, but I'm not going to let anything stop me from getting to Jacoby.
The guards exchange a look and finally the shorter one shrugs and they both step aside simultaneously.
“Thank you,” I say gratefully, exhaling the breath I didn't realize I had been holding. “Now give me the keys so I can free him.”
“I’m sorry, Your Highness, but that we cannot do,” the short one replies apologetically. “The Duke made sure to take the keys with him. I guess he knew you would try to free the prisoner.”
“Argh!” I stomp my foot like Maddie Rose does when she's throwing a tantrum. I push past them and head toward Jacoby’s cell.
He’s waiting at the bars for me. His green eyes are sad and his shoulders are hunched over in defeat.
“Oh Jacoby, what happened?” I ask as I gently intertwine his hands with my own.
His voice is quiet, but desperate. “I have no idea, I swear. I only stepped out of the room for a few minutes. One of the servants...Xavier, I think is his name, said that Alberico needed to speak to me. I thought that was weird because I knew he was supposed to be gone, but I went anyway and when I got to his throne room, he wasn’t there and another servant confirmed that he wasn't expected back until tomorrow.
“By the time I got back to Isobel’s room she was already on the floor—unconscious,” he barely chokes out the word. “I tried to revive her, but then Finnegan came in. I tried explaining what happened, but nobody can find Xavier now to verify my story so it’s my word against Finnegan’s.” He sighs in anguish. “Is she really dead?”
“No, I know she is still alive, I could feel that much but...just barely. When I tried healing her, nothing happened. It’s no good. What could have happened to her?  This is bad. This is so bad,” I can’t hold back the tears any longer. “Isobel’s dying— and you, you’re in here. And Hannah is—what are we going to do?”
“I told you, Lark, Hannah will come around.”
“No, she’s gone.” I shake my head realizing that I haven’t even had a chance to tell him about Hannah yet, and the tears begin flowing uncontrollably now. “I think they’ve taken her.”
I don’t need to say anything else. He knows who I’m talking about.
“I’m so sorry, Lark,” he says bleakly.
“Why? Why is all this happening? I don’t even know what to do or where—”
“Noctis vigeo” Adele interrupts from behind me as she and Grey enter the dungeon. She’s got a large, heavy looking leather-bound book with gold-tipped pages. “I’m almost positive it was in Isobel’s tea.”
“What? How do you know?” I ask as she hands me the book.
“I noticed that the tea leaves were white, which struck me as odd at first because I have had tea with Isobel many times and I had never seen white tea leaves before so I was surprised she tried something new. I couldn't stop thinking about those unusual white leaves and then it just hit me! They weren't leaves at all. They were petals. Here, look, her symptoms are classic,” she says pointing to a passage next to a picture of the now familiar but strange, white blooms that I immediately recognize from the bouquet Dugan sent me. “I remembered reading about it a year or so ago when I was researching the difference between our Botany and human Botany.”
“Why did you care?” Jacoby asks bluntly.
“I was interested,” Adele shrugs matter-of-factly, not fazed by his rudeness.
“Who finds Botany interesting?” He mutters underneath his breath.
“Just here, give it to me,” she says, taking the book out of my hands and reading out loud, “Noctis vigeo: more commonly known as Night Bloom can only be found in the Underworld. Appearance is similar to that of the Lily with crisp white petals and a black center. Can cause painful and paralyzing symptoms when consumed and may result in the victim being unable to move or speak while remaining completely lucid. May result in death. ”
“I don’t understand why I can’t heal her though? It doesn’t make sense. I’ve never been unable to heal someone before. There has to be some way to—?”
Obviously it’s beyond me. Maybe I am broken. I couldn’t even heal myself and had to get stitches. Maybe I’m losing my power?
“Well, there’s someone who might have the answers, but—“ Adele starts to say but Jacoby interrupts her.
“No.”
“But, it might be the only—”
“I said no.”
I glare at Jacoby for being so rude. “Adele, if you know something, please, you have to tell me. I have to heal her.”
Adele hesitates a moment, sparing one more glance at Jacoby before saying, “I could try to concoct an antidote, but we’d need the flower, several of them actually, in order to break down the properties.”
“Can you do that?” Chemistry seems like an odd hobby for a Light Elf, but of course so does Botany.
“Yes, I think so. I’ve read about it before.”
“I figured as much, but have you ever actually done it?”
“No, but isn’t it at least worth a try?”
“Okay, well, let’s go get some blooms and you can get started.”
“They are flowers of the Underworld, Mia.” Grey furrows his brow in frustration.
“I know what they are, Grey.” I shake my head with an exasperated sign. Surely no one will object to me transporting there to get the blooms to save Isobel. Everyone loves her. Maybe there’s nothing I can do for Hannah, but if it’s not too late to save Isobel, I have to try.  “Jacoby, where can we find the flowers? Do they grow in the wild or do they have to be cultivated under specific conditions?”
“You can’t go down there,” Jacoby says, exasperation fills his voice. “You can’t beg me not to go down there and then turn around and go yourself.”
“This is different. I have to go if it’s the only way to save Isobel and prove your innocence. I just have to!”
How can he not understand that this isn’t a matter of just wanting to be defiant or looking for an adrenaline rush by taking stupid risks. This entire predicament is my fault. If I had been able to heal Isobel myself, we wouldn’t even need to venture into the Underworld but I failed and I don’t think it’s right that anybody else should risk the trip there when my failure is the whole reason we have to go.
“Mia, Jacoby has a point. It’s too dangerous for you. There has to be another way,” Grey speaks up.
“I’m pretty sure we won’t find any Night Blooms here in Álfheimr and I doubt we can special order them from Westloop Floral back home either. So what else can we do, Grey? Please, tell me because from where I stand, it’s our only choice.”
“Come on, Mia, let’s just think about this. We need a plan. Remember the last time you rushed off to the Underworld?”
I glare at Grey, seething with anger. He knows how guilty I have felt since that night. I never meant to put any of the Light Elves in danger which is exactly what happened when a group of them followed me there.
 “Of course I remember what happened the last time I was there. I see it replayed in my dreams every night,” I remind him angrily. How can he think I could easily forget that night?
“Then please, let’s just wait until Alberico returns,” he begs. “He’s been informed and Finnegan said that we are expecting him before morning.  Please let’s just wait to discuss this with him. I’m certain we can form some sort of plan that doesn’t involve you risking your life. I’ll go to the Underworld myself before it comes to that.” Grey’s pained expression tugs at my heart, causing some of the anger to fade away.
“But I owe her, Grey.” I wish they could understand the guilt I feel for failing to heal Isobel.
“She wouldn’t want you jeopardizing yourself, Lark.”
“Fine. I’ll wait to talk to Alberico. But it won’t change my mind. We wouldn’t even have to be considering this if I had been able to heal her myself.”
It’s not like I’d have to be down there very long at all. How hard can it be to find a stupid flower?
“I have a feeling it’s a little more complicated than that,” Jacoby responds to my inner monologue before whispering inside my mind, “What are you hiding?”
I don’t look at him for fear that the wall I’ve built in my mind will fall and he’ll hear everything that I don’t want him to know.  
 


Chapter Seventeen
 
 
Iend up falling asleep in the dungeon beside Jacoby’s cell. One of the guards brought me down a small cot after I refused to go up to my room. When I wake up, Jacoby’s hand is still entwined with mine. I squeeze it once and his eyes flutter awake.
“Lark, you really should go sleep in your own bed,” he yawns. “I happen to have it on good authority that it’s the best smelling bed in the castle,” he says with a wink. 
When Jacoby first arrived in Álfheimr he was prone to taking naps in my bed despite the fact that he has his own perfectly good bed in his own perfectly fine room. The honeysuckle and cinnamon smell of my sheets is oddly, but deliciously, intoxicating though so I can’t really blame him.
 “What time is it?” I ask.
“I think it’s almost midnight,” he answers sleepily.
“Is Alberico here?” 
“I haven’t heard anything. I’m kinda locked in a dungeon right now,” he says with a half-hearted smile.
“Yeah, of course. Sorry.” My mind is a sleepy haze. 
It strikes me as odd that he didn’t rush back to the castle as soon as he heard about Isobel, but maybe, whatever it is that he’s doing, is preventing him from leaving right away.
I know that he’ll just tell me that it’s too dangerous and that someone else will go, not understanding why it’s so important to me.  I have to do what I can to help her.
I can’t do anything to save Hannah. She’s been plucked right out of my life like a beautiful flower at the hands of an innocent child. Only I know that there isn’t anything innocent about it. There is no any doubt in my mind that the Dark Elves are behind this—Ethan made it obvious he had something planned for her. I just wish I would have been able to stop it from happening.
All I know is that I don’t think there’s any hope, she’s gone. I’ve lost her. I don’t think I’ll ever forgive myself for being helpless to save her. The ache in my chest is unbearable and I just want to do something—anything to help me not to think about it.
I failed at healing Isobel too, but at least I might be able to fix it. I just need to help get what Adele needs for the remedy so she can heal her. It's impossible though, Alberico will never let me go, he will never understand my need to fix this myself.
I could just transport to the Underworld, find the Noctis vigeo, grab a handful of the poisonous flower and transport back to Álfheimr before anyone even notices I’m gone.  I’d be there for what? A minute? Piece of cake.  Then Adele can break it down and figure out how to produce the antidote needed to heal Isobel.  
At the end of the day, Adele gets the credit for saving Isobel but I have the satisfaction of knowing I played a part. That would make me feel a little bit better.
“What’s going on in that head of yours, Lark?” Jacoby asks with obvious frustration that he actually has to ask. I’m getting better at blocking him and though I should be proud at the achievement, it just makes me feel guilty knowing how hurt he’d be if he knew everything I was keeping from him. 
I still don’t know what to think about what happened earlier with Grey nor why I reacted the way that I did. Why did he have to go there? I thought he was done messing with my head like that. I thought we were past all the stupid games. I don’t want to think about this right now. I already lost Hannah because I was too wrapped up in my own life. I won't make that mistake again. I need to concentrate on helping Isobel right now.
“Nothing—just, once Isobel is better, she’ll tell everyone it wasn’t you and you’ll be free again. I promise.” I lean my head against the cool bars and he places a kiss on my forehead before pressing his head against mine.  
He eyes me curiously and for a minute I wonder if he suspects why I’m blocking him, but he doesn’t say anything so I think I might be lucky for now.
“Lark, I need to tell you something. You can’t go there. I can’t stand the thought of you being anywhere close to Dugan. Just leave it up to someone else. It’s not going to be easy to find Noctis vigeo. It’s going to be—”
“I just want to help,” I explain to him.
“Yes, but--”
I interrupt him with a kiss between the cool metal bars of his cell. “You know Alberico won’t allow me to go anyway.”
“Thank Sòl for that.” Jacoby says. “I’ve already lost everyone I’ve ever cared about—my parents, now Isobel—I can’t lose you too, don’t you understand that?”
 “I’m sorry.”
“I love you too much, Lark. Please don’t risk yourself—not for me, not for anyone.”
“I won’t.”
“Promise?”
“I promise.”
“Thank you,” he says with an exasperated sigh. “You don’t always have to be the hero, you know?”
“I rarely feel like a hero at all,” I tell him sadly. I hate feeling so helpless. “I’m going to head up to bed get a few more hours of sleep, okay? I’ll be back soon.”
 Disheartened, I trudge slowly up the stairs to my bedroom. I know I’m being selfish entertaining these thoughts of secretly rushing to the Underworld so that I can play the hero. Making myself feel better should be the last thing on my mind right now.
I guess all I can do at this point is just hope that  Adele’s right and that her plan will save Isobel. I know it shouldn't matter how it gets done, but the guilt still stings. I hate feeling like this, like I’m a failure. I know that it’s out of my control, that it’s not really my fault. The poison from the Noctis vigeo is just too strong, but that doesn’t lessen the responsibility I feel.
Just as I reach the hallway outside my room, someone grabs my arm from behind and clamps a hand over my mouth, pulling me backwards into an adjacent dark, empty room. Once inside, my captor's grip does not loosen and finers bite into my biceps as I'm forcefully turned to face him or her. By the shadows and stature I can tell that it is an elf, but it's too dark to distinguish any features.
“What's going on? Who are you?” I demand, trying to infuse my voice with all the confidence I don’t feel in my current panicky state. I’m supposed to be safe in the castle. The Dark Elves are unable come to Álfheimr, thanks to the curse and even their humans wouldn’t be able to transport here because they’ve never been here before. At least I know that whoever has pulled me into this dark room has to be a Light Elf, but despite knowing that I can’t erase the fear in my heart.
“Would you do anything to help Isobel?” the now recognizably male elf demands.
“Yes, of course.” I answer in the darkness, trying to wiggle free from his grip.
“Anything?”
“Yes! I’d do anything to help her. Who are you? Let me go!” I fight against him unsuccessfully.
“I know how you can save her and prove your loyalty, if you would just shut up for a moment.”
I stop struggling immediately. “How?”
“First, you must speak of this to no one. They will try to stop you because they don’t trust in your capabilities—they don’t think you’re strong enough.” He pauses, allowing that to sink in before continuing, “In the mountains of the Móh'rhím there lies a Black Crystal surrounded by a blue flame. You must retrieve the crystal and return it to Álfheimr,—you will be able to touch it because you have mortal blood running through your veins. It will give you the strength to heal my beloved.”
My beloved?
“Finnegan?”
“I apologize for my atrocious behavior. I hope you can understand how distraught I was. Now that I have calmed down and thinking clearly, I realize my mistake. Isobel believes in your greatness. Please do not fail her.” With that he slides a piece of paper into my hand without another word and transports out of the room.
I feel around for the doorknob and cautiously open the door. I step out into the hall and look around making sure the coast is clear before heading straight to my room with the small piece of paper clutched tightly in my hands.
I lock the door behind me and gingerly unfold the index card sized piece of paper.
It’s a hand drawn map of the Underworld indicating the location of the Black Crystal. I know that I have to find it—I owe that much to Isobel. Do the others really doubt me? Do they think I’m helpless and weak because they have to ‘babysit’ me? Do they not remember what I’m capable of? Do they think it was just a fluke? I’m the one who was blessed by the Sun Goddess––ME—that has to mean something. I can take care of myself.
If I find this Black Crystal, I’ll be able to save Isobel with no help from Adele and prove, once and for all, that I don’t need constant protections. I should be the one protecting them.
With my mind made up, I change into jeans and a t-shirt. I pull a hooded sweatshirt over it and then I put on my cheerleader shoes since they’re the only tennis shoes I own. Since I know that this is going to be a little more extensive than just a pop in and grab a flower then leave kind of trip after all, I grab a small backpack and fill it with bottled water and a box of my chocolate-covered chocolate chip granola bars just in case.  
When I’m sure I have everything I think I might need, I prepare to transport myself except suddenly there’s a problem I hadn’t thought of before. Transporting to the Underworld is going to be tricky. I’ve only ever been in the castle. The idea of transporting directly into Dugan’s castle doesn't sound appealing. 
The only option I’m left with is to enter through the portal and while I know the general location, I have no idea if I’ll be able to find it again on my own since I was knocked out before I got close enough to see the portal for myself.
“I had a hunch you were planning something reckless.” A voice from behind me startles me and I let out a shrill squeal.  
“Shh!” Adele rushes over and places her hand over my mouth. “You’ll wake up the whole castle and then we’ll never be able to escape.”
“What are you doing here?” I whisper as soon as she removes her hand from my mouth.
“I’m going with you.”
“How did you--”
“Grey told me to keep an eye on you. He didn’t really believe that you would just sit and wait—not when you felt so guilty about not being able to heal Isobel.”
“And it turns out I was right.” Grey suddenly appears, his lips in a tight line and a stern yet defeated expression in his eyes as though he knows he can’t win this one and he doesn’t like it. But he’s right, he’s not winning. I’m going to the Underworld. I wasn’t going to initially. I was sincere in my concession to discuss it with Alberico first even though I knew that would result in me staying behind while others took the risk. But after hearing from Finnegan that everyone thinks I’m some helpless damsel in distress, I’m determined to prove them all wrong. 
I know it’s a risk, but I also know that I’d never forgive myself if I didn’t at least try. I do feel like I owe Isobel that much.
“Why does everyone think it’s okay to just pop into my room whenever they want? Haven’t you ever heard of knocking? A girl’s entitled to some--”
“Mia,” Grey interrupts. “We don’t have much time. If we’re going to make it to the Underworld before anyone notices that we are gone, we need to leave now.”
“We?” His declaration of unity surprises me.
“Of course. You didn’t really think we’d let you go alone did you?” Grey asks.
“When do we ever leave you alone?” Adele smiles and I think she’s just teasing but I can’t help but grimace in return.
“How are we going to get there?” Grey asks. “I’m guessing that transporting into the castle isn’t the best idea but that’s the only location we’ve ever traveled to.”
“Isobel and Jacoby found a portal,” I explain to them. “I’ll transport us to the caves. Jacoby marked it so we’d be able to find it.”
It's almost as if he knew I’d be returning without him. I can't help but be reminded of what Sol said before. 
Not everyone is who they seem.
I shake the thought from my head. Of course Jacoby didn't plan this. That's crazy. He'd never hurt Isobel. Would he? No. It's not possible. I know him. I shouldn't even be having these thoughts of doubt about him.
“Mia?” Grey asks. “Are you okay?
“Yeah.” I nod. “I'm fine. Are we ready?” 
They nod so I reach out for both of their hands and a moment later we’re engulfed in bright white light, then just as quickly the warmth leaves the room and we are standing in front of the slippery, damp caves we explored just a week ago.
“The entrance is this way.” I point to the large boulder we have to climb to get into the cave. At least I’m wearing tennis shoes this time, I think to myself.  
The inside of the cave is pitch black. I reach for a flashlight out of my backpack and guide Adele and Grey toward the portal.
“I think it’s over here.” I head toward the vicinity of where I think I remember Jacoby pointing out the portal entrance. I wish he was here. This would be a lot easier since he’s the one who can actually see the disturbance in the atmosphere instead of trying to just guess.
“How will we find it?” Grey wonders skeptically.
“He marked it somehow,” I say. “I happened to be unconscious when he marked it so I don’t know exactly how, but I’m assuming we’ll know it when we see it.”
Its times like these I really wish my Spirit abilities were as advanced as Jacoby’s. Seeing auras would definitely come in handy right about now. Unfortunately, I lack that Spirit skill.
As we step carefully over the slippery stones with only the narrow light of my flashlight to guide us, I notice a sudden slight change of temperature. “Do you guys feel that?”
“I feel it,” Adele comments. As an Air user I’d imagine she’s probably sensitive to the slight change.
“All I feel is cold, damp air which I thought was normal for a cave.” Grey says.
“Yes, but it feels different over here,” Adele says curiously.  
The feeling gets stronger the further I walk in that direction until finally I see, in the middle of the small body of water,  a circle of stones around a hole about the size of a sewer drain that is so dark that I can’t see the bottom.
“This is it,” I point to where Jacoby encircled the portal with river stones. “I think we’re going to have to dive in to it.”
“That doesn’t sound good,” Adele points out, and I have to agree. We’re about to get really wet.
Where on earth am I going to get the courage to dive into this seemingly bottomless abyss?  We have no idea what part of the Underworld we’re going to land in. We have no clue what to expect.  Grey and Adele are close behind me and soon the water is up to our necks.
“Who wants to go first?” Adele chirps with forced cheerfulness, her short blonde hair slicked back and glistening.
“I will. This was my plan. I’ll go first,” I tell them both. They exchange a look and Grey looks like he wants to protest but I don’t give him enough time. “Here goes nothing.”
I take a deep breath and dive into the opening. And then I’m no longer swimming, I’m falling.
I'm reminded of Alice falling into the rabbit hole. It feels like fast forward and slow motion all at the same time. I’m surrounded by a dark vacuum, there’s nothing to see and nothing to mark how much time has passed since I’ve made the dive. It could be seconds, it could be hours and I have no way of knowing when it will end. Just when I start to worry that it might never end, my feet hit the rocky ground with such force that it brings me to my knees.
I take a moment to catch my breath and when I stand, Adele appears by my side followed quickly by Grey.  They land much more gracefully than I did.
Show-offs.
Adele offers her hand to help me up which for some reason  irritates me—like I couldn't get up by myself? I wave her off and stand up, brushing the dirt off of my knees.
“So this is the Underworld?” I say to myself. Though I've been here before, this is the first time I’ve been outside the castle walls—which were anything but pleasant. The inside of Dugan’s castle is dank and definitely something out of a cliché horror movie. The onyx walls glisten with thick cobwebs. Creepy gargoyles frame every entranceway and look so life-like you’d swear they were staring at you, patiently waiting for you to drop your guard so they could pounce and eat you for breakfast.  It’s definitely not an attraction I’d want to visit again.
Once my eyes adjust, I can tell that the outside of the castle is frightening in a much different way. Not horror movie scary. More like the fear of something completely foreign and unknown. I reach out and touch something hard and bark-like so I assume it’s some sort of tree. Upon closer inspection I can feel the thorny branches.
I can barely see my hand when I hold it in front of my face. The sky is the same inky-blue purple-ish color I remember seeing through the only window I was able to sneak a peek out of during my time inside the castle. Is it always this dark? It’s hard to tell whether it’s day or night but I seriously hope it’s night and that it never gets any darker than it is right now.  
“What do we do now?” Adele asks from somewhere in the dark. I hear her try to switch on her flashlight. It must’ve gotten wet because it just flickers faintly before dying out completely.
How are we going to find anything here in the dark when we can't even see each other? As soon as the thought enters my mind, my fingers start to tingle and a little ball of dim light forms in the palm of my hand lighting up the immediate area just enough so that we are able to see each other without attracting any unwanted attention. I hear Adele let out a sigh of relief. I can see Grey scanning our surroundings.
I look at Adele who just shrugs and we both wait silently for Grey to finish making sure the area’s safe and clear.
At last, he finishes his inspection and turns to us. He tucks his dark brown hair behind his ears like he  does when he’s feeling anxious.
“I think we should go ahead and make camp. Rest and get dry. We should be well-hidden over there,” he says, pointing toward a nearby heavily wooded area. Though I’m sure he’s right, I can’t help but wonder about the kinds of creatures we might stumble across. “We should rest for a few hours until day break and then we can begin the search.”
He begins pacing, circling the area he has designated as our camp for the night, his arms raised slightly with the palms of this hands facing downwards.
“What? Why can’t we just start looking for them now?” I’m not even tired and I’m definitely not going to be able to sleep knowing where we are, especially when Isobel is back in Álfheimr dying a slow and painful death and Jacoby’s being held responsible for it.  He doesn’t look at me as he continues on in his circular path. “What on earth are you doing?” I ask, annoyed.
“It was a little after midnight when we left Álfheimr. We have no idea where to start, we can’t see anything, and we don't know what we will be up against here. We need to make sure we are well rested. You need to save all your excess energy, you know how using your power exhausts you. We will have to make do in the darkness,” he explains before adding, “And I’m using Earth to camouflage us with our surroundings so that any Dark Elves passing by won’t be able to detect our presence.”
“Oh, so you’re allowed to use your elemental magic but it’s too much for me to do the same?” I blurt out defensively. “This isn’t enough to wear me out. It’s barely taking any energy at all and obviously we need to be able to see.”
“Mia, maybe Grey’s right? You should conserve as much energy as possible,” Adele says soothingly, but it just irritates me that she is taking his side and making me feel weak. I realize now that Finnegan was right. They do consider me to be inferior. Do they not remember that I'm able to engulf my entire body with the beams of light? Producing this little glow of barely-there light is nothing. I’m irritated that they doubt me. I know I’m stronger than they’re giving me credit for. Isobel has faith in me and I think, in his own way, Finnegan does too. Why else would he tell me about the Black Crystal? He obviously has at least a little faith that I’ll be able to get the stone and heal Isobel. I won’t let her, or him, down.
I close my palm, extinguishing the ball of light and feeling more frustrated than ever before. Grey pulls out three sleeping bags and hands one to each of us. Miraculously they somehow managed to stay semi-dry.
“I’ll take first watch,” he says once we’ve managed to start a small fire. “We’ll trade off in a couple of hours so everyone gets a little sleep.”
“Fine. Whatever, but as soon as day breaks we have to get going. We can’t make Isobel suffer any longer and we have to clear Jacoby’s name.”
Grey nods with a tight smile before turning his back to me to begin his watch.
 


 
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
 
Adele wakes me up at dawn and I’m relieved to see that the Underworld does in fact have something similar to our daytime. It’s not exactly bright like I’m used to; it’s more like the dim light of a full moon, but it’s definitely enough that we will be able to see without any aid. The sky is a soft lavender hue that’s surprisingly peaceful even though I know this place is anything but. It offers a false sense of security.
The trees are just like I imagined they would look like after feeling them last night in the dark; thorny and ashy. It's hard to reconcile just how beautiful it actually is down here in the Underworld.  With the light, I can see the majestic deep violet hills rolling in the distance dotted with the crisp white blooms of the Noctis vigeo flowers. Though they are miles away, I can still smell their overwhelmingly sweet fragrance which reminds me of brown sugar and plums.
“Who would’ve expected this place to be so pretty?” Adele says from behind me. I've been so focused on the observation of my new surroundings that I’ve wandered farther away from our camp than I realized and she must’ve followed me. “Grey’s packing up our tent.”
I nod. “It’s so much bigger than I thought it was going to be.”
It’s a little overwhelming now that it’s light enough for us to really see the vastness that is the Underworld. I know that we need to head toward the mountains but the prospect of trekking the terrain  by foot is a little daunting. Not only will the hike take us days to complete, but I have no idea what kind of creatures lurk in that forest waiting for their next meal and quite frankly I’m not all that excited to find out.
After all, nothing good has ever come from people  venturing into dark, unfamiliar forests. Harry Potter and Ron Weasley came across those giant spider thingies. Dorothy was attacked by flying monkeys.  I have a bad feeling that the creatures native to the depths of the Underworld forest are far more frightening than oversized arachnids or lions and tigers and bears—oh my!
I must look as scared as I feel because Adele reminds me, “Mia, think about Isobel and Jacoby.”
I know that Grey and Adele think they followed me here to help get the flowers in hopes of concocting an antidote to help Isobel, but they have no idea of my real motivation for coming here and I don’t think I want to tell them.
Somehow I’m going to have to find a way to sneak away from them to search for the Black Crystal. I have to find it, not as a back-up plan in case the antidote doesn’t work, but because I have something to prove. I just have to figure out a way to do the impossible—I need to think of a way to distract Grey and Adele once we get the Noctis vigeo and somehow convince them to go on to Álfheimr ahead of me.
Easy enough, right?
“I know. Okay. Let’s do this.” I need to suck it up and remember that I’m doing this for people I love. “I think we should head this way.” I point toward the mountains blanketed with the Noctis vigeo..
“Hold on a second,” Grey stops us. He approaches Adele first and standing in front of her, holds his palms facing the ground, a look of concentration upon his face. It almost looks like he’s trying to bring the dirt up away from the earth but nothing actually happens. Then he runs his hands up and down, his hands hovering an inch or two away from her body. Once he’s finished he looks at me. “You’re next.”
“Next for what?” I ask him curiously.
“I’m going to blend you in.”
“But I can still see her.” I think that maybe Grey has lost his mind.
“This is called a glamour,” he explains as though he has heard my thoughts as clearly as Jacoby would have. “It's a charm that will allow us to blend in with our surroundings.”
“But why can I still see her?”
“Because you are half-Ljósálfar.”
“So nobody else will be able to see us?”
“Not unless they know what to look for.”
“Okay then, go for it.” I stand perfectly still, looking away from Grey as he places the glamour on me. He never touches me, but even without looking I know exactly where his hands are. I can somehow feel the spell—it’s a tingly sensation as if someone is pouring warm, bubbly soda all over me. I hold my breath until he finally steps away.
“Finished.”
“Okay.” I take a deep breath.
I lead the way weaving in and out amongst the ashy white trees toward the mountains with Adele behind me and Grey bringing up the rear. The forest is eerily quiet and I find myself glancing back frequently to make sure they are still with me.
Adele quietly observes our surroundings with mild curiosity, but Grey’s coiled tightly in his surveillance of the area. His eyes are constantly scanning, his muscles tense and ready to spring into action at a moment’s notice.
I don't really know what I was expecting, but my only experience with forest ambiance has been the bustling sounds of animals scurrying for food, birds chirping in the trees. But there’s nothing but the rhythmic sound of crunching fallen leaves, twigs and pebbles beneath our feet as we continue to traipse through the silent trees.
We walk purposefully slow and ever watchful for signs of an impending ambush from the Dark Elves.
A sudden movement in the trees catches my eye and is accompanied by a faint growling that breaks the silence. My head snaps up and I freeze, putting my arm up instinctively to stop Adele from running into my back.
“Did you guys hear that?” I ask, but of course they did and their eyes are already trained in the direction the movement originated from.
 “What is it?”  I whisper. Even with the light I’m still straining to make out the shape of the unknown creature, when at least twenty birds, the size of German Shepherds, appear out of nowhere. Perched on the thorny white branches of the surrounding trees, they are eyeing us curiously.  They appear striking with black, white, and blue stripes and might even be kind of beautiful if not for their bright red, unnatural looking eyes. Their leathery heads are featherless and their bills are hooked like those of a vulture. They look much too big to be birds of flight, but how else did they get up in those trees? 
“What do we do?” I whisper through tight lips, afraid that these creatures might respond negatively to any sudden movements. “Do you think they can see us?”
“I don’t know. Back away slowly,” Grey answers through his clenched teeth. He leads, taking a slow step back, setting his foot down as gingerly as possible but a twig snaps underneath his feet and we get our answer.
The feverish flapping of wings surrounds us from every angle and I’m reminded of the Alfred Hitchcock horror movie “The Birds” the way they’re all swarming around us at once.  I remember watching that movie late one night and laughing, not really understanding how people could find a movie about birds so terrifying back in the day.
Now I do.
The razor sharp beaks and talons slash at our arms, faces, and torsos. Everything’s a flurry of black and blue feathers and the red of terrifying eyes and blood from the gashes the birds are inflicting on our bodies.
“Run!” I scream, and we take off into the trees. There’s no way we’d be able to outrun these aberrant monstrosities but that doesn’t stop us from trying. We stumble across an old creaky bridge over a dark river with a rushing current.
“Over there,” Adele screams as she beelines toward the structure that could possibly offer us a little protection from the airborne attack.
“Get down!” Grey yells as he grabs a tree branch and starts swinging it in the air. He's successful in knocking down one heavy bird but his branch snaps in half in the process. He rips another one off of a nearby tree and swings it back and forth trying to scare off the fearless birds.
Adele and I hide under the lowest part of the bridge where the ground is still dry, but it doesn’t stop the birds from still trying to get to us. Their steel beaks pierce through the cracks in the wood planks like swords. We hunch down with our arms desperately covering our faces, knowing it is insufficient protection from the evil creatures.
“What are we going to do?” I scream out to Adele. She's covered in blood and looks like she was pushed through a stained glass window and I’m sure I look the same.  
“I don’t know!”
“We have to do something. Grey won’t be able to hold them off for long. What if they don't stop?”
“I know, just give me a minute to think—wait,” she says, lowering her hands. “I have an idea.” She starts to climb out from under the bridge.
“No, Adele, wait!” I call after her.
She steps out from underneath the protection of the bridge and the birds are immediately on her, picking away at her hair and skin. She grimaces in pain, but she doesn’t stop. She holds her arms out to the side like a “T” and closes her eyes in determination.
I hear the swooshing and rumbling sound of hurricane strength winds whirling around her. The birds are thrown unsteadily off their course, but she doesn’t stop there. Now that they’ve stopped attacking her she’s able to gather all of her strength. I can feel the change of pressure in the air as she pulls her hands close to her chest with her palms facing outward and with the grunt of a weight-lifter maxing out; she pushes the air away from her taking all the flesh-eating birds with it. She collapses to her knees and the forest is eerily quiet once more.
I rush toward her, followed by a limping Grey who falls to his knees beside her.
“I’m fine. I just need a minute,” she says breathlessly.
I nervously place my hands on her, wondering if it will even work, but taking the chance that I’ll be able to heal Adele despite being unable to do the same for Isobel. Immediately the tingling sensation takes over and I feel the golden liquid being siphoned out of me and into Adele as the gashes covering her body slowly vanish before my eyes.
Obviously, I'm not broken, I can still heal. So why couldn’t I heal Isobel?
“Thank you,” she says with a sigh of relief.
“No problem.” Then I do the same for Grey and finally myself.
“What were those things?” I ask once we’re all back in one piece.
“I’ve never seen anything like them.” Grey admits.
“How did they see us through the glamour? Are you sure you did it right?” What if the Dökkálfar will be able to see through it too?
“Yes, of course I’m sure,” Grey retorts defensively. “They must have been able to smell us or something.”
“Are you sure?”
              “Quite, thank you very much. I am so glad that after everything we’ve been through you can still doubt me.”
“It’s not that I don’t trust you—” I sigh in exasperation. There’s no point wasting any more time. 
“Look, I’m sorry, okay? I trust you. Can we just move on?”
I’m nervous to see what else awaits us between here and our destination—those mountains seem even farther away now somehow. But I also know that there’s no other choice. We have to do this.
I have to do this.
As soon as we’re all healed and rested we head out in hopes of covering a lot more land while there’s still enough light for us to see, and praying to Sól that the rest of the day is much less eventful.
For some reason, I doubt we are that lucky. I chalk it up to previous experience, but somehow I know that this scary stuff is just beginning.
“Does that bridge look safe?” I ask, eying the creaky old bridge that looks like it’s made from rotted wood.
“No,” Grey affirms. “But unless you want to cross through the river I suggest we give it a go.”
“Can’t we just transport to the other side?” I ask. “I mean, it’s right there, we can see it.”
“We could, but because there are three of us, it might cause a strong enough disturbance in the air that it could attract unwanted attention. Remember Dugan is a Spirit user, he’s particularly sensitive to things like that,” Adele explains. “We’d be better off traveling by foot as much as we can.”
“Grey and I transported together right into Dugan’s castle and went unnoticed,” I argue.
“Yes, but I believe Dugan and the rest of the Dökkálfar were a little preoccupied at the time, were they not?” Adele reminds me.
“Fine,” I say, grimacing at the memory of Jacoby being tied up from the ceilings in chains. Dugan was brutally beating him, trying to convince him to turn me over to the Dark Elves.
“I think we should cross one at a time,” Grey suggests. “I will go first.”
Grey takes a hesitant step and the bridge groans in protest. It’s narrow enough for him to reach both sides of the railing with his arms outstretched and he grips it, sliding his hands down the railing as he continues crossing slowly, one step at a time until he makes it to the other side.
Adele goes next, and once she makes it across, it’s my turn.
My instinct is to run across the dilapidated boards but I force myself to follow suit and take one slow step at a time.  The bridge is even weaker than it looks. I’m so distracted by the creaks and groans of the unsteady bridge below my feet that I’m not paying close enough attention to where I’m stepping. My foot catches on a slightly raised plank, causing me to stumble over my feet and land on my stomach just as three of the rotted planks break away beneath me with one violent-sounding snap. I hear Adele gasp but I dare not move for fear that any sudden movement would cause more planks to break away and to be honest, taking a plunge into the dark foamy river below isn’t exactly on my ‘things to do’ list today.
But I also know I can’t exactly just lie here forever; the bridge will collapse beneath my weight eventually.
Grey runs toward the bridge. When he steps on to it, the whole thing sways in protest.
“Don’t!” Adele yells out in distress.
Grey pauses, a pained expression of hopelessness distorting his otherwise handsome face. “Just transport.”
“You guys just told me we shouldn’t do that,” I remind him, careful not to talk too loud for fear that the simple rising of my chest will be enough to cause the bridge to deteriorate further.
“I don’t really think we have much choice. Just do it.”
I stare at the spot where Grey is standing just on the other side of the foamy river. He's looking at me with such worry in his eyes that it causes an ache in my chest. I memorize his face, using him as my focal point, burning the image of him in my mind.
I take a deep breath in preparation for transporting as the bridge finally gives away with one loud groan. I fall among the rusty nails and decaying wood toward the foamy river below, nothing but flailing arms and an earsplitting scream of turmoil.
I squeeze my eyes shut and then I’m there, in Grey’s arms, surrounded by the smoky, dust-filled air and reverberation.
We continue to stand there wrapped in each other’s arms, my heart beating wildly, too afraid to let go of this little piece of comfort when Adele clears her throat loudly.
Just like that I’m snapped back into reality. I take a step back, looking at anything and everything except for Grey.
“Sorry,” I mutter. “We should probably keep going.”
“We can take a minute if you need it,” Adele offers sympathetically.
“No, we need to get this over with as soon as possible so we can return to Álfheimr. Isobel and Jacoby are counting on us.”
I walk on toward the mountains, not looking back to make sure they are following me because, really, what does it matter? It’d probably be better if I stayed as far away from Grey as possible while we are down here. I don’t know what’s going on, or why Grey and I continue to find ourselves in such compromising positions, but it needs to stop. He's not the one I turn to for comfort any more. At least, he's not supposed to be and just because Jacoby isn’t here, doesn’t mean that Grey gets to take his place. I just need to keep my focus.  
So I trudge on purposefully, my right hand in the pocket of my jeans clutching the piece of paper Finnegan gave me.  My mind spins once again, trying to come up with a plan to ditch Grey and Adele and follow the map to the Black Crystal. The sooner I can heal Isobel and prove Jacoby’s innocence the better.
 
 


Chapter Nineteen
 
 
The three of us are tense and nervous when darkness starts to fall despite the fact that we haven’t been attacked by any more creepy birds or nearly plummeted to our death in the last four hours. The forest remains uneventful, but the sky is darkening. We will have to stop soon.
We didn’t make nearly as much progress as I had hoped. I thought it would only take a few hours for us to find the flowers but we’re barely halfway there. It’s disappointing.
“I think perhaps it would be best for us to call it a day,” Adele suggests, “while there’s still enough light for us to set up camp.”
 A part of me just wants to keep going, but I think about the flesh-eating birds and decide that I really don’t want to see what other types of creatures go bump in the night.
I offer both of them one of my chocolate granola bars. It’s not much of a dinner but it’s better than nothing. So far we haven’t come across anything edible in the Underworld and we aren’t even sure if we would be able to eat from the plants here anyway. For all we know, the vegetation here could be as poisonous to Light Elves as the Noctis vigeo flower petals.
I nibble small bites of my pitiful dinner, staring into the small fire we started, hypnotized by the flickering orange flames. My thoughts drift back and forth between Jacoby, Isobel and Hannah and the pain in my chest becomes more overwhelming with each beat of my heart but I can’t stop thinking about them, fearing for them.
The threat of failure sits heavily on my shoulders, pressing me down to the point of collapse.
The shrinking fire flickers faintly before extinguishing itself completely. Grey tries unsuccessfully a few times to relight it.  It’s times like these I wish I had inherited my father’s elemental power of Fire instead of Spirit.  That would be a useful ability right about now.
“We need more wood,” he says, clearly annoyed with himself. “That’s why the flames died. We weren’t replenishing it enough.”
It’s pitch black again and apparently I’m not the only one too cowardly to venture out amongst the trees in the dark because Adele says, “We can’t go out there. We can’t see a thing.”
“I’m not sure what other choice we have.” Grey responds.
It’s seriously like they forget about me or just assume I’m completely incapable of helping in any way. I mean, I know that I can’t magically blend us all in to our surroundings like Grey. And that I didn’t help get rid of the birds. That was all Adele, even though Grey was very valiant in his own failed efforts, but I am the one who healed them afterwards. And that’s not the only thing I’m capable of doing.
“I could just, oh, I don’t know,” I say flippantly, “maybe harness the sun for light. You do know that I can do that, right?” I add arrogantly.
“You won’t be able to maintain it for long,” Grey points out.
“Long enough,” I challenge. How long could it take to gather up enough wood in a forest this dense?
“Grey, we do need the wood for the fire and we need the light to get it. It’ll only be for a few minutes. Just let her,” Adele bargains.
Let me? Like he is somehow in charge of what I can and cannot do?
“Fine,” Grey concedes. “Mia, you stand here while Adele and I gather the fallen branches.”
I concentrate on the warmth that’s always in the background of the pit of my core like a faint buzzing. The heat radiates through my veins as I hold my hands palms up, and an orb of light the size of a volleyball forms, lighting up the area and making the thorny trees appear even creepier in the shadows of the ghostly light.
Suddenly, I'm startled by wispy movements amongst the trees, and it takes my mind a moment to register what I'm seeing. Ghostly figures seem to have appeared out of nowhere. I stifle a scream. 
What are those things?
They appear human in shape and size, but their wispy form makes it obvious that they are not even solid, let alone human. You know, as if the rising from the ground wasn’t a big enough clue that we were definitely dealing with some more supernatural crap.  
As they close in on our group, I count how many there are and realize that we are surrounded by six of the gray creatures. Their hair is gray, their bodies are gray. Even their eyes are gray.
 The closer they get it seems as if their smoky forms become less shadow-like and more human-like with surprisingly distinguishable features for such monochromatic creatures.
“Who are you and why are you harnessing the sun in our land?” one of the creatures, perhaps their leader, says in a decidedly female voice as she approaches us. I’m a little taken aback when she shifts her appearance and her skin is no longer gray but instead flesh-colored, though her hair and her eyes remain as dark as charcoal. She’s wearing a dress not unlike the style typical of a Light elf with the long flowing skirts and bell sleeves. It’s silvery in color, adorned with dark colored gems and matches the crown resting on top of her intricately styled hair.  
“Your land?” I question her. These are definitely not Dark Elves which makes me wonder if we’ve made it closer to the mountains of Móh'rhím than we thought.  “Wait, you're Shadow Elves, aren’t you?”
“We prefer to be called Móh'rhím,” the leader responds rather snobbily and I make a mental note to continue to call them Shadow Elves simply out of spite. “You did not answer me. Who are you and why are you here?”
“We’re from Álfheimr,” Adele explains.   
The leader tilts her head to examine us more closely. “You two are Light Elves, but you are a Half-blood.” She nods toward me, understanding crossing over her face. “I presume you are Mia, daughter of King Alberico of the Ljósálfar?”
“How did you know that?” I ask.
“There’ve been many stories filtering through the land of the prophesized one,” she answers, and I remember what Jacoby said about the Shadow Elves knowing everything. I guess he wasn’t exaggerating.
 “And you are?” I ask.
“I am Herdis.”
“Maybe you can help us,” Adele says, stepping forward hopefully.
Herdis ignores Adele, focused solely on me. The way she’s peering down at me makes me feel like an insect under a microscope. “We have been awaiting the arrival of the Chosen One, the one who will aid us in reclaiming our land once more. We’ve been waiting for you, Princess.”
“Why?”
“It is your destiny.” She examines me thoughtfully before continuing, “Though I sense now is not the time. Tell me, child, why are you here?”
“We’re looking for the Noctis vigeo.” I say, then I explain what happened to Isobel. “And I don’t know why I can’t heal her. We suspect it has something to do with the fact that she was poisoned by flowers from the Underworld so we came here in hopes of being able to concoct an antidote. Unless—,” I start, remembering what Jacoby said about the Shadow Elves knowing everything. “Do you know why I can’t heal her?”
Herdis looks meaningfully at another Shadow Elf directly on her right before speaking. “You cannot heal her because your powers are limited by the human blood that runs through your veins.”
“I guessed as much, I was hoping you might offer some insight as to why.”
“We do not interfere in the lives of the Light nor the Dark.”
“Can you at least tell us if we are right? If we can cure her with the antidote?” I ask, trying not to sound as frustrated as I’m feeling. Rudeness probably won’t go over too well with these Shadow Elves, but Herdis is making it increasingly impossible to maintain the slightest degree of politeness I can possibly muster at this time.
“Yes.”
“Do the flowers bloom anywhere other than the mountains?”
“No.”
“Can you help us get there? Like, transport us maybe?” I ask hopefully.
“No.” The Shadow Elf queen’s one word answers are getting on my nerves.
 “But I will tell you that if you insist on this journey deeper into the Underworld, you must know you will surely perish, for you have barely scratched the surface of the horrors that lie in the shadows.”
“It’s a risk we will have to take,” Grey states adamantly. 
“Mia, daughter of Alberico, king of the Light Elves, will you let your friends risk their lives for you?”
“They aren’t risking it for me. We’re all just trying to save Isobel.”
Herdis seems to consider that before saying, “Is she worth it?”
I’m not sure if she’s talking about me or Isobel. The three of us answer simultaneously. “Yes.”
“Stubborn, aren’t you?” Herdis mumbles to herself, before sighing. “Follow the Olfossά river, but do not drink from its depths,” she instructs.
“And if we do?” I ask thinking about just how close I came to plunging deep into the river’s depths.
“You die.”
“Oh, well, that’s reassuring. Thanks for that.” My sarcasm is lost on the Shadow Elf queen and she continues with her instructions as though I didn’t say anything at all.
“Follow the river downstream, it is the most direct path to the mountains where the Noctis vigeo flourish. You will come to a fork. If you travel north, you will find yourself at the mouth of Dugan’s castle, you must travel southeast in order to remain at a reasonably safe distance from the Dökkálfar. But do not waste any time, get what you need and leave. For it is almost the mortal new moon and they grow more restless the nearer it gets.”
With that, Herdis and her followers melted back into the shadows, leaving us alone in the darkness once more.
“Well, that was interesting.” Adele is the first to speak.
“I was going to go with creepy,” I add, rolling my eyes. Creepy and annoyingly vague, I think to myself before asking Grey,
“Do you think we can make it there tomorrow?”
“I think so,” he answers. “I think if we leave at daybreak we can make it there by noon. That is, assuming no other flesh-eating birds deter our path.”
“And on that comforting note,” I mutter to myself, curling up on my side in the fetal position trying to stay warm underneath my now cool sleeping bag--we never did get around to re-lighting the fire.
I reach into my jeans pocket as quietly as possible and pull out the now wrinkly piece of paper Finnegan drew the map on.
Herdis told us to follow the Olfossά river downstream and as soon as she said it, I knew it sounded familiar. Looking at the map I now realize why. While following the river downstream at the fork will lead us to the Noctis vigeo, following it upstream will take me straight to the waterfall.
It’s risky since it will take me very close to the Dökkálfar territory but, from the map, I can see that it’s just a couple of miles down to the waterfall where the Black Crystal is hidden. I can run two miles in about sixteen minutes. Hopefully that’s fast enough to get me there without alerting the Dökkálfar to my presence.
If all goes as planned, this time tomorrow, we’ll be back in Álfheimr, Isobel will be healed, Jacoby pardoned, and everyone will know I’m not nearly as helpless as they all think I am.
 


Chapter Twenty
 
 
We wake up the next morning eager to pack up our things and set off to find the river that will ideally lead us straight to the Noctis vigeo without having to cross paths with any of Dugan’s elves.  
“I should be able to lead us in the right direction based on the vibrations of the earth from the river current,” Grey says once we’re all packed. Adele doesn’t contradict him, and since she seems to know everything, I assume she would know if it was possible or not.
“Okay then.” I shrug. “Lead the way.”
Adele and I follow Grey like a three-person-train through the ash-white thorny trees. The mystical lavender light looks like something out of a fairy tale. It’s strange how different it is here than in Álfheimr yet it’s just as stunning despite the fact that this place is actually about a million times creepier.
It’s hard to tell time here since there isn’t a single sun but rather three pale white orbs in various locations in the sky but I think we’ve been walking for about an hour when I finally hear the flowing current of the river. The trees are still thick enough that I can’t see it yet but I know that we’re almost there. The clean scent of the rushing water reaches my nose and the tempting smell causes my mouth to go dry.
“Is anyone else suddenly dying of thirst?” Adele breaks the silence.
Grey chuckles in appreciation of the humor of the situation. We may feel like we’re dying of thirst right now but if we attempt to quench that thirst, we actually would die. It’s so not funny but at the same time it’s kind of ridiculous. I think we must all be slightly losing our minds because the next thing I know, the three of us are laughing uncontrollably. I lean back against one of the white trees, unable to walk any further due to a serious case of the giggles.
Suddenly Grey and Adele fall silent and he places his hand over my mouth, gently pulling me back behind the thick tree. I look at him, startled, and he raises a finger to his lips and slowly peers around the tree. He uses his hand to motion for me to stay put and then he quietly steps around the tree to get a closer look. Adele is hunkered down behind a nearby tree, her violet eyes alert.
I strain my ears, desperately trying to hear what has them both on edge. Grey returns and motions for us both to follow him, whether to get a closer look or to get to a better hiding spot I’m not really sure, but I don’t ask. We follow obediently and he leads us to a large hollowed out tree.
Once we are hidden inside, I feel safe enough to whisper. “What’s going on?”
“Dökkálfar,” he whispers back.
“How many did you see?” Adele asks.
“Just two and the human, Ethan.”
“I thought I heard more voices than that,” Adele says.
Grey seems hesitant to respond. His indigo eyes glance over at me quickly before he answers her. “They have a human with them as well.”
The way he says it and the weird look he gave me before he spoke piques my attention and suddenly a spark of hope ignites in my chest. 
“Grey?” I ask him but he refuses to look at me, but I'm not going to give up that easily. “It’s Hannah, isn’t it?”
Grey finally lifts his eyes to my own, pausing only a moment  before reluctantly nodding his head.
“Let’s go! We have to get her!” In my eagerness I somehow manage to keep my voice hushed. If we are going to succeed, we have to be able to sneak up on them and like the Light Elves, the Dark Elves have exceptional hearing.
“We can’t Mia.”
“Why not?” I demand to know. I had given up all hope of being able to save Hannah until this moment, but knowing that she is still alive and so close, there’s no way I’m leaving the Underworld without her.
He stares at me, his sad eyes piercing my heart like a dagger and I realize why he is unwilling to help.
“She didn’t seem to be—Mia, she wasn’t being held against her will.”
“No.” I shake my head, refusing to believe the implications of what he just said.
“I’m sorry, Mia.”
“No, I don’t believe you.”
I don’t wait. I don’t think. I just want to sprint, out of the hollowed tree but Grey holds me back.
“Let me go!” I fight against his strong arms but he pulls me against his chest, wrapping himself around me in a giant bear hug. “Please! I have to see this for myself.”
 There’s no way that Hannah would willingly stay with the Dark Elves. But then of course, why wouldn’t she? I’ve never told her—never confided anything about this world to her. Who knows what lies they may have told her in order to persuade her to help their cause. That thought causes the world to crash down around me and I stop moving. I stop fighting against Grey as I realize that the only reason the Dark Elves could have been able to persuade her is because I never was honest with her.
“Mia, you can’t do this,” Adele pleads, trying to reason with me. “You have to be quiet. They’ll find us.”
 “If I just would’ve told her—”
“You couldn’t have,” she says sadly.
“But it might have—”
“It might not have made a difference,” Grey whispers, resting his cheek against my own. “I know it’s hard. But we need to remember what we’re doing down here. We need to focus on finding the Noctis vigeo and healing Isobel. That needs to be our goal right now. Hannah is gone. There’s no—”
“Don’t say that,” I choke out, turning to look at him. “She's not dead. She's confused or something.”
His lips tighten into a thin line. “I am so sorry.”
I feel the oxygen slowly being sucked from my lungs. I close my eyes and focus on breathing.
Inhale.
Exhale.
Grey is probably right, and as hard as that is for me to accept, I realize that I came down here believing that Hannah was lost to me. That much hasn’t changed. Despite how heart-wrenching it feels to know that Hannah has betrayed me, I wonder if she is actually aware of what she is doing. Maybe the Dark Elves have her under a spell and she doesn't really know what's going on. Maybe there’s still a way to save her.
I will hold on to that golden thread of hope with everything I have, but right now, Grey’s right, we need to focus on Isobel. We are getting closer to the mountains where the Noctis vigeo grow, closer to the time when I’m going to have to figure out a way to get away from Grey and Adele. I need to find the Black Crystal.
Grey releases me from his arms as soon as he’s convinced I’m not going to go tearing out from our hiding spot, revealing our presence to the Dark Elves.
“Are you okay?” he asks.
I shake my head no.
“Of course you aren’t. I’m sorry,” he says, reaching over and sliding his hand over mine. I bite my lip in an attempt to keep the tears forming in my eyes from spilling over.  He wraps his arm around me and my head falls onto his shoulder.
We remain hidden for a few more minutes until Grey and Adele can no longer hear the Dökkálfar.
“I’m going to go make sure the coast is clear,” he says before ducking out of the hollowed tree.
I stare at the ground, with my knees pulled up to my chest, still not quite over the shock of knowing that Hannah’s here. I feel Adele’s eyes on me so I glance up and get the impression she wants to ask me about something. Since I’m not really in the mood to socialize, I return to gazing at the mossy-covered ground peppered with small pebbles and twigs beneath me.
“He cares about you, you know?” she says deliberately.
“I know.”
“Do you care about him?” she asks.
“Of course I do,” I retort indignantly.
“Then stop toying with his heart.”
I gape at her in shock. How dare she accuse me of toying with his heart?
“I’m not trying to offend you, Princess. I’m just asking you to be gentle. If you don’t reciprocate his feelings, stop leading him on.”
“I’m not leading him on. It’s not like that between us,” I say defensively. The fact that she called me ‘princess’ instead of Mia does not escape my notice. “Grey’s my friend.”
“Keep telling yourself that,” she says curtly. “But it’s obvious to everyone that you hold his heart in the palm of your hands. Just—just please be gentle.”
“I don’t—”  Before I can finish speaking, she holds her finger up to her lips and I know that she’s warning me that Grey is close enough now that he’d be able to hear me and a moment later, he pops his head back in.
“All is clear,” he says. “The river is only about twenty yards from here.”
He offers his hand to help me climb out from the hollowed tree, but I decline, freshly stung by Adele's accusations and not wanting to give her any other reason to believe that I’m leading Grey on. He only looks confused for a moment before he shaking it off.
We follow Grey and within minutes the trees gradually begin to thin out and the river appears in sight. Knowing how close we are to finding the Noctis vigeo and finally being able to return to Álfheimr we pick up our pace. The sweet smell of the white blooms is stronger now, almost intoxicating.
The only sound other than our footsteps is the trickling of the foamy river. The water is so dark that I can’t see any trace of fish, or stones or even any plant life. I can’t tell if it’s because it’s so deep or if the water is just that dark.  I'm contemplating picking up a stone and tossing it in to see what happens when Grey exclaims, “There they are.”
I stop and look at where he’s pointing and he’s right, there they are, a whole field covered with white blooms is before us, climbing up the sides of the purple mountains that we have finally reached. 
There is a collective sigh of relief as we achieve what we came here to do, but at the same time, a sense of dread comes over me as I realize that they can return to Álfheimr now. The next part of my journey, the one I have to face alone, is upon us and I’m still not sure how I’m going to do this.
We each gather up a handful of the flowers, taking special effort to collect the entire root, then place them in the tote that Adele brought. Once she is satisfied that we have gathered enough, she straps the bag across her chest, a nervous smile on her face.
“Okay, let’s get back so we can do this,” she says. I think it’s funny that she says ‘we’ since she’ll be concocting the antidote herself. I force myself to smile back. Grey stands beside her and she reaches out for his hand, then he turns to me with his opposite hand outstretched so that we can transport home together.
It’s time.
My heart is pounding frantically as I try not to panic and I know that he can hear it. My hand shakes as I reach out for his. He peers down at me, his eyebrows knitted up in confusion. “Are you ready?” he asks.
I nod and start counting “One. Two. Three—”
And just before the warmth starts to rush over us, I wrench my hand free, falling to the ground in a heap as Adele and Grey vanish into thin air, leaving me all alone.


Chapter Twenty-One
 
 
I know I only have about thirty seconds before Grey and Adele realize that I didn’t make it back with them. However, I’m counting on the fact that they will be so preoccupied with getting to work on the antidote that it will buy me some time. Except I highly doubt that. Grey is probably already on his way back here so I'm not taking any chances. I take off in a run towards the deepest part of the woods and once I’m sufficiently convinced that I’m sufficiently hidden from view, I reach down into my pocket for the map to the Black Crystal.
By examining the hand-drawn map, I determine that I’ll need to head west. From what I can tell, my destination isn’t too far from here and if I follow the river upstream, it should take me straight to the Olfossά waterfall. That’s where I’ll find the Black Crystal. If I’m lucky, I’ll manage to reach it quickly enough that Adele won’t even have time to finish the antidote and I can heal Isobel myself, like I should've been able to do in the first place. Then I can prove to them all that I’m not just some little weakling.
I follow the river at a run, desperate to reach the waterfall before darkness falls in the Underworld, not wanting to remain here alone any longer than I absolutely have to. I’m running so hard and fast that soon my legs are Jell-O, my shirt’s drenched in sweat, and my lungs are burning.
I hear the thunderous sound of heavy water hitting rocks and know that I’m close so despite the protest of my aching body, I push on harder until  find myself at the mouth of the waterfall. I bend over, resting my hands resting on my knees as I struggle to catch my breath.
Looking around to make sure I’m still alone, I reach into my pocket and pull out the map again. The way Finnegan has drawn it makes it appear that the crystal is on top of the waterfall which doesn’t make any sense until I realize that perhaps he was trying to indicate that it is hidden behind it?
How can I get behind the waterfall without actually going through the water? Is the water only deadly if consumed? There’s really no way to know. There’s no time for me to figure out another way to get through the waterfall. I try not to think about how terrified I am, but instead remember that the sooner I get this over with, the sooner I’ll be back in Álfheimr, and Isobel will be better, Jacoby will be free, and nobody will doubt my strength ever again—if I survive.
It looks like this time around, getting wet is the least of my worries as I prepare myself to face the consequences of diving into the unknown yet again. I slip off my backpack and my shoes then I approach the edge of the river, taking note of the heavy pressure of the water hitting the rocks. Then I take a deep breath and jump through the wall of water.
The pressure pushes me down instantly, but I kick hard, swimming horizontally as long as I can hold my breath, knowing that I need to get behind the waterfall in order to reach the crystal. The water burns my skin like acid and I feel the tingling sensation as my body tries to keep up with the healing process as I swim on.
I swim for what seems like an eternity when I feel like I can’t hold my breath for one second longer and then I push on even further until my lungs scream out in desperation for oxygen. When I resurface, I’m in a dark cave illuminated in a blue glow which emanates from a flame circling a golden pedestal that has a black diamond resting atop it.
The water is now shallow enough that I can walk the rest of the way, and as I ascend the edge of the water I can see how puckered and damaged my skin is.
I step onto the slate-colored ground that feels cool against my bare feet. The cave flickers with shadows cast by the blue flame and it takes my eyes a moment to adjust. When they finally do, I realize that in order to reach the blue-flame encased pedestal, I'll have to walk across a stone bridge—a very narrow stone bridge.
As in, I might as well be a tight rope walker.
It’s only about thirty feet long but that part isn’t what has me frightened. It’s the fact that I can’t see the bottom of the cavern underneath the bridge that scares the crap out of me. There’s nothing but a dark abyss beneath me and with one false step…well, I don’t even want to think about that.
This is going to be a balancing act—almost like a balance beam. Maybe I can do this if I think about it just like that, like walking across the beam in those beginner gymnastic classes I took the summer after I made the varsity cheerleading squad. Unfortunately, this time I won’t have the thick mats to cushion my fall.
I reach my arms up into a “T” and take one slow, deliberate step then another, and another, never dropping my eyes from the goal right in front of me.  
I let out a giant sigh of relief when I finally make it across after one hundred painstakingly careful steps—I count each and every one of them.
As I near the blue-flame enclosed pedestal I notice the markings and letters etched into the sides. I recognize them as the language of the elves from all those hours spent in the Álfheimr library with Grey learning about the history of the Ljósálfar.
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I guess I should have paid attention when Grey was trying to teach me the basics of the language.
I can’t believe that I did it. I found the Black Crystal all by myself. I swam through the river of death, walked across the narrow stone bridge and reached the Black Crystal without anybody’s help. I’m not helpless. Isobel knew it and now I’m going to be able to heal her without Adele’s stupid antidote.  
I reach my hand tentatively out toward the flames that are as high as my waist and realize that it’s cold. How strange. I reach through the blue flame and pick up the Black Crystal.
As soon as it’s in my hands the blue flame combusts loudly in a sonic boom, deafening me and knocking me backwards with such force that I land on my butt right on the edge of the cliff. I use my arms to shield my eyes from the fierce blue light exploding in every direction like a starburst.
I hear an evil cackle in the distance that sounds eerily familiar, like something out of my nightmares. Realization dawns over me but before I can pick myself up off the floor and get the heck out of Dodge, I’m surrounded by dark shadowy figures.
“Do you have any idea what you’ve just done?” Herdis and the other Shadow Elves have appeared out of nowhere.
“No.” My voice is shaking. My ears are still ringing and my watery eyes haven’t quite adjusted back to normal after witnessing the recent light show. What was that?
“You removed the Black Crystal.”
“I—I know,” I stutter. “I need it to heal Isobel.”
“Who told you of the stone’s healing properties?” Herdis demands firmly, even though her voice is disturbingly calm, like a snake waiting patiently for the perfect opportunity to strike.
“Finnegan told me it would give me the strength to heal Isobel since I wasn’t able to on my own.”
Herdis looks at me with wide eyes. “The Duke? Why would he do such a thing? He of all people knows what would happen if the Black Crystal was ever removed from its pedestal.”  
“He was desperate to save his wife,” I try to explain.
“He was most certainly desperate. Though I doubt very much he cares whether Isobel lives or dies,” Herdis says heartlessly.
“How can you say that? Of course he cares! He was devastated when I couldn't help her. That’s why he told me about the Black Crystal. He said it would make me strong enough. He was so upset!”
“My dear, you don’t understand. The Black Crystal is not simply a gem used to increase strength. Why did you not heed the warning?”
“What warning?”
“The one clearly written on the golden pedestal.”
“The engraving? I can’t read elfish. What does it say?”
She turns to the pedestal that once held the Black Crystal and translates the reading:
“Darkness did fall from the light
And in the shadows of the plight
Into the depths will perish all
That dare disturb this pedestal.”
“What does it mean?”
 “What does it mean?” she repeats, shaking her head in disbelief. “It means that this stone was the only thing holding the Dökkálfar in the Underworld; that’s what it means.”
My heart stops beating for one, two, three beats and then picks up again double time, frantically beating against my ribcage, pumping the blood through my veins with such velocity that I feel like I’m burning alive from the inside.
“That can’t be—all this time—nobody ever said anything about it—the prophecy?” My words comes out just as jumbled as they are in my head.
“No one told you because very few people even knew, and no one wanted to risk the Dökkálfar somehow making the discovery.”
“Then how did Finnegan find out about it?”
“Your father must have told him.”
“But—Finnegan—if he knew what would happen, he wouldn’t betray my father like that, not even if he was truly desperate to save his wife. Would he?”
“I’m sorry, my child, I suspect that Finnegan has another allegiance.”
“No. No, that can’t be. I don’t believe it.” I shake my head in disbelief when suddenly the memory of my last encounter with Sól resurfaces.
Not everyone is who they seem.
Sól tried to warn me. I’m such an idiot, and now I’ve ruined everything.  “So I really did it? I broke the curse?”
Herdis nods solemnly and I think I might throw up. I bring my palm over my mouth but it’s no use. I bend over at the waist as the meager contents of my stomach lurch out of me until there’s nothing left but acidic bile and I’m left painfully dry heaving.
In my foolish attempt to be the hero, I’ve made the biggest mistake of my entire life. I did exactly what I swore I’d never do. I broke the curse and released the Dark Elves from their underground prison.
“What am I going to do? How can I fix this?”
“It’s done. There’s no going back.”
“But there has to be! Can’t Sól just re-curse them or something?”
“Well, there is something.” Herdis approaches me slowly with her hands raised straight in front of her at shoulder level. “May I?” she asks, I nod and she lifts up the silver chain from around my neck revealing the pale blue stone of my amulet. “Do you know what the blue lace agate provides for you aside from the aid in transporting between realms?”
“It’s supposed to help me strengthen my healing ability.”
“Yes, the blue lace agate emits positive energy.”
“Okay. So what does that have to do with anything?” I’m beginning to get annoyed.
“The Noctis vigeo might look beautiful, but beauty can be deceiving. In order to heal someone poisoned by its petals, you need more than just positive energy. When you tried to heal Isobel, what did it feel like?”
“It felt like I was suffocating,” I admit. I  shudder involuntarily with the memory of what felt like burning poison seeping into my veins every time I touched her.
“You need a way to repel the negative energy from yourself.”
“How can I do that?”  
“Finnegan wasn’t completely dishonest.”
The shiny black stone in the palm of my hand still feels cool. How could something so small, be so powerful?
 “This?” I ask.
“Yes. I can add it to your amulet and you will be able to heal Isobel without harming yourself.”
“Really?”
“Yes,” she states simply. “You must go quickly and heal the Duchess. The Ljósálfar will need all of their strongest elves in order to defeat Dugan and his army.”
With that, she takes my amulet in one hand and the black stone in the other then presses her hands together as if in prayer. And maybe she is. I can’t be sure. She closes her eyes and tilts her face toward the violet moon. A blue glow begins to emanate from her clasped hands. It starts small, barely peeking out through the gaps in her fingers then gradually grows into a blinding light. It lasts for only a second but it’s long enough to make me shield my eyes with my arm.   
When she is apparently finished, she refastens the now altered amulet around my neck. The oval of blue agate is now encased in the middle of the diamond shaped crystal. I rub my fingers across it gingerly, expecting to feel different somehow, but I don't.
“Go, child. Go heal Isobel and prepare the Ljósálfar.”
“Will you help us?”
“I’m afraid not. We do not interfere in the matters of Light and Dark. But I wish you luck, Mia, daughter of Alberico, King of the Ljósálfar.”
She and the other Shadow Elves fade back into the shadows and I delay transporting back to Álfheimr for just a moment, unsure of just how I’m supposed to admit to everyone what I just did. What am I going to say to them? What will they think of me, the so-called Chosen One? I was supposed to save them all, not ruin them.
“You are my Chosen One, Mia.” I hear her lyrical voice before Sól appears in front of me.
“Look what I just did. How can I be?”
“You are more than just the mistakes you make. You are comprised of so many things that make you who you are. You don’t even realize how special you are yet.”
“I’m not special.”
“But you are,” Sól assures me. “I know that you are wondering how you can make this right and I have an offer for you. A gift, if you will.”
“But why would you want to give me anything?”
“This gift isn’t for you, it will only allow you to make everything right.”
“How?”
“I am offering you a means to an end. You will never be able to get close enough to Dugan to end his tyranny as you are. But to become something more also comes at a great price and you have to be sure you are willing to sacrifice everything to save everything.”
“Whatever it is that I can do to make this right, I want to do it.”
“I can offer you immortality.”
“What?” I gasp.
“However, you must realize that to become immortal would mean giving up your mortal family.”
“Give them up? Like I can never see them again?”
“I will allow you to return home once, to say goodbye if you wish but yes, if you choose to become immortal, you will not see them again.”
“But why? Grey and Adele and even my father have all been in the mortal world before. Why couldn't I return?”
“It is the way it must be. The others were never mortal, and it was never their intention to remain in the mortal world for very long.” 
“Is there any way I can defeat Dugan without becoming immortal?”
“No. I am afraid there is not. He is much too powerful now to be defeated by a Half-blood.”
“Do I need to decide now?”
“I will give you one day. Return to Álfheimr. Heal Isobel. Inform the Ljósálfar that the curse has been broken. I will come to you tomorrow at dusk to hear your decision. I hope you choose well, Mia.”
 


Chapter Twenty-Two
 
 
I transport directly to Isobel’s chambers. She’s still lying in the same position on her bed, her hands folded peacefully in her lap. It’s quiet in here and I suspect that Adele is somewhere in the castle with Grey trying desperately to finish the antidote.  What am I going to say to them? 
What am I going to say to Isobel when she wakes up and I have to tell her what Finnegan did? What am I going to tell my father? The Dark Elves are probably already invading the earth, wreaking havoc on innocent lives of humans all in the name of revenge for something that happened centuries ago, before any of the people who now walk the earth were born, before they were even thought of.  It’s not their fault that their ancestors didn’t understand the elves and that they found their elemental magic frightening so therefore fought to purge the elves from the world. But none of that even matters to Dugan, he’s just so focused on his own revenge, that he doesn’t care about anything else. What’s Finnegan’s role in all of this?
I sit down beside her and nervously place my hands on her chest, just like I did before.  Only this time the magic is stronger, I can feel the difference immediately. It’s almost too strong, like the warmth is going to burst out of me, like my skin isn’t strong enough to contain it. The magic pulsates from my fingertips, forcing its way into Isobel and with one final jolt of energy her eyes fly open and she gasps for air.
I slide down to the floor in exhaustion from the pure power that just imploded inside me.
“Mia?” Isobel croaks. Her cool hand reaches down and touches my cheek. “What happened?”
“Oh, Isobel,” I choke out the words before the tears begin to pour down my face. I wipe them away quickly, refusing to allow myself to cry like this. I don’t deserve her sympathy. Not after what I did. She slowly pulls herself out of the bed and gingerly sits down beside me, cradling me in her arms. I muster up what little composure I can manage and say, “I’ve done something terrible.”
“What is it sweetie?”
I reach down and pull out the amulet from underneath my shirt showing it to her. Her kind face appears first confused as to why I’m showing her my amulet, but then shifts to shock as she realizes what she’s looking at.
“How? Why?” Her eyebrows knit together as she stumbles over her words. “Is that what I think it—?”
I nod, unable to speak just yet.
“But why? How did you find it? What happened?”
“You were poisoned with Noctis viego. I couldn’t heal you myself for some reason. Adele said if she had the flowers, she could break down the components and create an antidote to heal you. And I was so stupid, Isobel. I felt guilty for not being able to heal you myself and so I wanted to at least get the stupid flower without anyone’s help but everyone told me I couldn't go. They wanted to send someone else to get the flowers. But then Finnegan told me about the Black Crystal and ––”
She furrows her eyebrows even more. “Finnegan? But why?”
“He said it was the only way I’d be strong enough to heal you. He gave me a map and told me I’d be able to touch it because of my human blood. He said that I shouldn’t tell anyone what I was looking for because they all would try to stop me because they would all try to stop me because they think I’m weak. I just wanted to prove them all wrong. I’m so sorry.”
Her face blanches. “How could he be so foolish? Doesn’t he realize what he’s done?”  
“I do believe it is what she’s done. And what she’s done is what she was destined to do all along.” Finnegan appears out of nowhere, sneering down at us. “Well done, Mia. I must admit, I had my doubts about you, but you certainly proved me wrong.”
“Why? Why would you do something like this, Finnegan?” Isobel asks desperately.
“I’m sorry, my dear. I never meant to cause you real harm. I just knew that in order to get Mia to go after the Black Crystal, I’d have to go after someone near and dear to her heart,” he explains. “I couldn’t very well poison Jacoby, because who would be left to blame for the most unfortunate event? I needed a scapegoat and he was the perfect candidate. So when I heard that you two would be having tea, I knew it was time.”
“How could you? How could you betray me like that? How could you betray Alberico? He trusted you!” Isobel flies at Finnegan but he grabs her by the wrist and holds her hands away from his face. I take advantage of his distraction and concentrate on harnessing light into the palm of my hand behind my back. I swore I’d never do this again. Not after Brian. But I didn’t regret killing him and I have a good hunch that I won’t regret killing Finnegan either.
I take aim but before I can hurl it toward him, he pulls Isobel in front of him knowing that I won’t risk hurting her.
“Now, now, Mia. We’ll have none of your little parlor tricks,” the coward says from behind Isobel’s back. “I’ll be going now, I’m sure that the true king is dying to reward me for my efforts. But have no fear, we will be meeting again soon. Very soon indeed.” He laughs as he transports away from Álfheimr.
Isobel lets out an agonizing wail and falls to her knees. I rush to her side, thinking that she has been hurt, but physically she’s fine and I realize that the pain she feels is caused by the guilt of trusting, and loving, the wrong person.  
“Come on,” I say, lifting her up by her delicate hands. “We’ve got to go tell everyone.”
“How could he, Mia? How could I not know that all of these years the one I’ve loved—” she sobs. “All of these years, I’ve loved a traitor?”
“He played his part well. Remember, Alberico didn’t realize it either,” I remind her in effort to offer some consolation.
“Oh Mia, I’m so sorry that he tricked you. You have to know this isn’t your fault—”
“I didn’t have to keep it a secret from Grey and Adele. I could’ve told them and maybe they would’ve known better. But I wanted so desperately to make up for not being able to heal you in the first place that I was stubborn. I have to take responsibility for my actions—for my mistake. I have to go tell my father what I did.”
Adele and Grey barge into the room, with a glass vile, only to stop abruptly when they see Isobel and me. Adele eyes me warily, and I know that they are both probably very confused and maybe even feeling a little betrayed.
“I can explain everything,” I start. “But first we need to speak with Alberico if possible. Is he here?”
“Yes, I’ll go get him,” Adele offers. She spares Grey a look I don’t quite understand before leaving the room.
“What happened?” Grey asks. “You were holding my hand and then you were gone. I went back for you--”
“I’m sorry,” I interrupt him. “I swear, I’ll explain everything but it’s going to be hard enough to do once so please, just wait until Alberico is here.”
“I was so worried about you. Mia, how could you do that to me?”
I'm so overwhelmed I don't even know what to say. I have no explanation for him. “Grey, I---”
“Mia?” Alberico bursts through the door and pulls me in a giant hug. “What’s been going on? I returned to the castle two days ago to find that Isobel had been poisoned, no one has seen or heard from my daughter, and two of her guards and her third guard is imprisoned. It’s like the whole world came crashing down in my absence.”
“I can explain.”
“Please do.”
“But first we have to release Jacoby. He’s innocent. Isobel can tell you that.”
“Yes, of course, at once.” Alberico sends someone down to release Jacoby. “Now tell me what happened.”
“Can we wait please? I don't know if I can say this more than once.”
“Mia,” he starts to argue.
“Please,” I beg.
“Very well,” he concedes. We all sit in silence, each of us lost in our own thoughts while we wait. 
As soon as Jacoby enters the room, the heaviness in my heart lightens if only slightly. He rushes toward me and I meet him halfway, burying my head into his chest. He holds me, stroking my hair, my cheeks, my arms, squeezing me into him like he hasn’t been able to breathe without me and I understand exactly what that feels like. 
“What happened, Lark?” he asks, kissing the top of my head, and I know that I can’t put this off any longer.
I tell them almost everything, even the parts I’m embarrassed to admit how selfish and stubborn and jealous I had been and how those insecurities resulted in me making the biggest mistake of my entire life and now the world is going to pay the price at the hands of Dugan and the Dökkálfar.
The only part I left out was the conversation with Sól and the offer of immortality. I’m not quite ready to talk about that yet. I need to accept my choice myself before sharing it with anyone else.
I expect retaliation. Yelling. Crying. Screaming. Stone throwing—the works. But that’s not what I get. What I get instead is sympathy and I think that makes me feel even worse.
Alberico places his hand on my shoulder and says, “Don’t despair, Mia. We knew that this day would come eventually. The responsibility is not all yours. It is also mine for trusting the wrong person. I can’t allow you to take all the blame when I am the one who gave Finnegan the information he used to trick you. And if I hadn’t insisted that you needed around the clock protection, maybe you wouldn't have felt like I considered you weak and you wouldn’t have believed Finnegan when he placed those seeds of doubt in your mind. Trust me, my dear. No one here believes you are helpless and unable to protect yourself. We want to protect you because you are precious to us all.”
The tears I’ve somehow managed to keep in check while I told them my story, knock over the floodgates and fall without restraint as I realize how foolish I’ve been and just how loved I truly am.
Jacoby pulls me closer and wraps his arms around me. I hug him in return and being in his arms makes me feel both better and worse all at the same time.                My eyes glance up to find Greyson watching me sadly and I can't help but wonder what he's thinking about me right now.  
 


Chapter Twenty-Three
 
 
The next morning I wake up snuggled against Jacoby’s chest in my honeysuckle-cinnamon scented bed. Today is the day that changes the rest of my life and I still haven’t gotten around to telling Jacoby about the decision I’m about to make. There’s so much more I need to confess to him if I want to be completely honest, but I’m a coward and I don’t know if I have the heart to.
Because I know that despite the lingering feelings of affection I may have for Grey, my heart belongs completely to Jacoby.
“Good morning, Lark,” he says sleepily, stifling a yawn. “You know, I think I deserve a medal or something.”
I crack a smile and take the bait, “For what, pray tell?”
“For unwavering self-control,” he replies with a wink. “I’m practically a saint for being able to sleep next to you all night without so much as an immoral thought crossing my mind.”
I cock an eyebrow at him disbelievingly.
He smirks and holds up his hands in mock surrender. “Okay, okay, perhaps the occasional immoral thought crosses my mind, but,” he says dramatically. “I still deserve a medal for not acting on such impulses.”
I smack him with one of the downy pillows, laughing, as he pulls me down towards him for a kiss.
              I hate to spoil the mood, but I know I can’t put this off any longer.
“What do you think is going to happen now? Now that the cur—”
“I'm not going to lie, things are going to get pretty ugly. It won’t even matter that we never figured out how to close off that portal. Not now anyway.”
“I keep imagining them rampaging across the world in a cloud of black dust like a stampede of horses or something.”
He scoffs. “It won’t be quite that dramatic.”
“No?’
“No. They’ll start off being discreet. They won’t want to bring attention to themselves right away. Anyway, I think he’ll start picking off his human followers first. He has no need for them anymore.”
“That doesn’t really make me feel any better.”
 “Dugan only wants revenge. He blames the humans for forcing the elves into hiding during the Witch Hunts. He doesn’t just want to cohabitate the earth like before, he wants to take it over and he’ll use any means to get there—which is why he stooped to using humans for his dirty work,” Jacoby says, lost in his own thoughts. I know he’s thinking about his parents, about how they were murdered by Dugan’s followers. “But now that he and the Dökkálfar can walk the earth freely, he won’t need them. They’ll be disposable to him.”
“In that case, I guess I have no choice.”
“No choice?” he asks and I remember I haven’t told him yet.
This will be the first time I’ve talked to anybody about it and the thought of saying it out loud makes me sick to my stomach. This is not a choice I ever anticipated having to make. It’s not anything like how I imagined my life to be whenever I thought about my future.  Even after I discovered I was part elf, the idea of being immortal was never a consideration. I was perfectly content with living out my mortal life in a completely ordinary way despite the extraordinary nature of my existence in this world.
“Listen, I need to tell you something.”
He sits up, taking note of the seriousness of my tone.  “What’s up?”
I stand up and nervously pace back and forth at the foot of my bed. This is a million times more difficult than I thought it was going to be to talk about.
I tell him about the conversation I had with the Sun Goddess after I broke the curse on the Dökkálfar. I tell him how she’s offered me immortality in order to help me defeat Dugan but that by choosing to save the world, I will never be able to see my mom or my sister again. I hope that he's able to talk me through this decision because even though I know it's what I have to do, it’s not a choice that I want to make. He listens intently, his face completely void of any emotion until I finish, then his expression turns to shock.
 “You’re going to do it? You’re going to choose immortality?” Jacoby asks incredulously.
“I don’t think I really have a choice. She said it’s the only way I’ll ever be able to defeat Dugan.”
“Are you sure that’s the only reason why?” he asks suspiciously, and my thoughts immediately turn to Grey.
“This has nothing to do with Grey! I’m so tired of people thinking there’s something secretly going on between the two of us,” I exclaim.
“I didn’t say anything about Greyson,” Jacoby points out. Guilt crashes over me as I take in his perplexed expression.
“I know—I mean—”
“What happened between the two of you?”
“Nothing.”
“I know you’re lying,” he says sadly. “What aren’t you telling me?”
“It’s nothing,” I say, shaking my head, trying to squash the tears before they start flowing freely. “I swear.”
His eyes tighten in resignation and he looks completely crushed which breaks my heart even more.
“I can’t help but think that this will open up a real possibility for you and Grey to finally be together.”
“No! That hasn’t even crossed my mind. I swear! Why would you even say something like that?”
“Because the only real thing standing in the way of you guys being together before was your mortality. And now here's Sól, willing to change that for you.” 
He shrugs, pretending he doesn’t care. “And obviously the thought has crossed your mind since you’re the one who brought it up.”
“No,” I declare indignantly. “I don’t feel that way about Grey any--.” The word gets stuck in my throat but it doesn’t matter, he knows exactly what I was going to say.
“Anymore,” he finishes for me. “You don’t feel that way about him anymore. But that doesn’t mean that his feelings for you have changed.” His usual cocky grin has turned into a sorrowful frown. “And this, well this changes everything.”
“Why does everyone seem to think that he has feelings for me?” I grumble, remembering Adele's advice to be ‘gentle’ with Grey’s heart.
“Grey told me he did. That’s why,” he states. “After you saved me from Dugan, we were getting ready to head back to Manhattan when he came to my room. He wanted to tell me that he was in love with you, but he knew it wasn’t fair to try to pursue a relationship with you. Not with you being a mortal. He said that you would only end up getting hurt and he never wanted to hurt you.”
I remember seeing Grey go into Jacoby’s room that day and often wondered what it was that he wanted to talk to him about. Now I guess I know.
“It doesn’t matter,” I start to say.
“No, it actually does. The one thing that was keeping him from acting on his feelings for you, the one obstacle standing in his way, is gone. What’s to stop you guys from being together now?” Jacoby’s sudden insecurity is almost as surprising to me as it is irritating. Never once has he ever acted like he was threatened by Grey and now it’s almost like he’s just been waiting for the other shoe to drop. It’s as though he knew all along that he’d lose me—that he was expecting it even. This all comes as such a shock to me that I don’t even really know what to say.
I squeeze my eyes shut in frustration, taking a moment to find the right words without shoving my foot in my mouth again.
“Listen to me,” I plead with him. “It’s not a choice between you and Grey. It never has been. From the moment I saved you I knew that there was only you. Yes, I might still have some residual feelings for Greyson but more in the ‘first crush’ kind of way--nothing compared to how I feel about you. Don’t you know that? Don’t you realize that? You should be able to tell from my aura even if you don’t believe my words. I love you. I only want to be with you. But this isn’t about us. Do you really think I want to do this? That I want to make this choice? Of course I don’t! I would much rather stay mortal and live a life that is full of ordinary, wonderfully ordinary, events. I want to live that life with you. But this isn’t about us. It’s so much bigger than that. We are in this mess because I was selfish. I wanted to play the hero and I screwed up. I have to make this right. Please just try to understand that I didn’t make this decision lightly. I’ll be giving up so much. My mom, Maddie, Paul, my friends. Everything. But if I don’t, they are destined for a fate much worse than losing me. I can’t let that happen.”
“I don’t know what to think right now, Lark,” he whispers, his voice laced in sadness. “This changes everything.” He then turns slowly and walks away from me.
“Jacoby wait! Just talk to me!” I call after him, but he just keeps walking away from me, leaving me feeling heartbroken and more alone than I’ve ever been in my life, but realizing that it’s nothing less than what I deserve.
I don't know why I don't break down and cry when he leaves, but instead I  just feel numb. I guess it hasn't really sunk in yet, that my whole life is changing. 
There's a light tapping on my door and I know without a doubt who will be on the other side. I almost don't even want to answer, but the knocking persists.
“Mia, I know you are in there. May I please come in?” Grey's velvety voice calls out from the other side. 
I drag myself over to the door and open it. “What do you want, Grey?”
              “I just wanted to make sure you are okay,” he says quietly. 
“I'm fine,” I lie.
“I know you aren't,” he says with a pointed look.
“You heard everything didn't you?” I accuse. I know he probably couldn't have helped it—with his super-elfish hearing capabilities  and all, but it still makes me mad. 
“Yes,” he states simply with an apologetic look on his face. 
“Great. That's just great.” I throw my hands up in the air in exasperation. “So now you know. Jacoby thinks I'm still in love with you.” 
“Are you?” he asks seriously and I'm taken aback by suddenly being put on the spot.
“What do you want me to say, Grey? Do you want to me to tell you yes? Do you want me to tell you that, yes, you still have the power to completely mess with my head? Does that make you feel better?” I ask, unable to conceal my frustration. 
“I just want to know what's going on between us.”
“I don't know. Okay? I don't know,” I answer him honestly. “All I know is that everything is messed up right now and all I want to do is be alone.”
“I see. I will leave you alone then,” he says, defeated. “But Mia?”
“What?” I ask as he moves in closer.
“I just want you to know that I am sorry for hurting you. I never intended to and I sincerely hope you will give me the chance to make it up to you,” he says as he reaches out and gently brushes the side of my cheek with his long fingers. “Please give me that chance.”
  He pulls his hand back and leaves, closing the door quietly behind him. Once again, I'm not sure what to think or what to feel. All I know is that I feel like I'm standing on the edge of a cliff about to jump, but not sure where I'll land. 


Chapter Twenty-Four
 
 
I pause facing my front door, hand on the knob ready to open it, but for some reason I have a sudden desire to knock. I’m not sure why I want to do such a stupid thing—after all it’s my house, not some stranger’s. I come to the conclusion that I'm just looking for a way to delay the inevitable a moment longer. Not knowing how Mom is going to react makes my stomach twist and tangle itself into a giant knot.
I decided that I didn’t want to keep any more secrets. Secrets suck. But I’m still nervous about what I’m going to tell her.
“Are you sure it’s okay to do this?” I ask him for probably the hundredth time.
“Mia, this was your idea.”
“I know, but you’re the king. If you thought it was a bad idea, you’d tell me right? I mean, what about the whole rules of secrecy?”
“I think that if you feel you need to tell them good-bye, then you should be able to. I don’t want you to have any more regrets. Are you sure this is what you want to do?”
“Yes.” I take a deep breath. “Okay. Wait here. I’ll come and get you when I’m ready.”
“Of course.”
I turn the door handle and brace myself as I step into my house. I don’t even have a chance to close the door behind me before my mom runs into the room.
“Mia Elizabeth Carrington, where on earth have you been?” she cries hysterically. She hesitates a moment before pulling me into her arms and squeezing me so hard that I can’t breathe.
“Can’t—breathe—Mom.”
She pulls away and tears are streaming down her face.
“Paul! Paul, she’s home!” she calls up the stairs before pulling me into another hug.  She pulls away again and brushes my hair out of my face, placing her hands on my cheeks. “Where have you been?”
“Um, it’s kind of a long story. But I—“
I hear Paul’s footsteps thunder down the stairs and before I can even turn around to greet him I feel his arms around me.
 “Don’t you ever scare your mother and me like that again! Do you have any idea how worried we’ve been?”
“I can explain.”
“Well, you better young lady,” Mom says, obviously a tangled mess of every single kind of emotion it is possible to feel. “The last time we saw you, you were running from the house upset over Hannah. I thought you just needed some time to grieve but then you never came back. I had to file another missing person’s report and I’m sure Officer Drake thinks I’m a complete idiot—what kind of mother keeps losing her teenage daughter--but oh my gosh, Mia. I’m just so glad you are home. Where have you been?”
“Um, well, you might want to sit down.”
“Oh God, you’re pregnant,” she moans, covering her face with her hands.
“No! Of course I’m not pregnant!” Good grief. “Will you guys please just come and sit down. Trust me. It’s better if we’re all sitting.”
I motion for them to follow me through the entryway toward the living room where Maddie is playing on the floor with her My Little Ponies. 
              When she sees me her whole face lights up and she reaches her chubby little arms up for me to hold her. 
“Hi Maddie-girl,” I say as I nuzzle my nose into the side of her head. Her feathery-soft girls smell like baby soap and sunshine. 
“Mia....” Mom starts to say. 
Yes, I’m definitely delaying the inevitable once again. Who would have thought it would be this difficult? I set Maddie back down on the floor and turn to face my parents.
Mom and Paul take their places on the couch but I’m too nervous to sit. I pace in front of them until I can’t wait any longer.
“Okay, this is hard for me to explain. I’m not even really sure where to begin. But I –”
“Maybe I can help?” Alberico’s voice interrupts me.
A sharp intake of breath from my mom causes my chest to tighten in response. This wasn’t exactly how I wanted to break the news to her but obviously Alberico heard how flustered I was and decided to help me out. Or maybe he was just growing impatient on my front porch. Either way, he definitely wins the prize for Most Dramatic Entrance.
The blood drains from Mom's face and I’m sure she’s wondering how it's possible that he looks exactly the same now as he did almost nineteen years ago. She hasn’t seen my father since their fateful summer together, but seeing her look at him with such wonderment makes it obvious that he still holds a place in her heart.
“Alby?” My mom stands up unsteadily, turning to me, then to Paul, and finally back to Alberico. She takes a hesitant step toward him and reaches out to touch his face. “How—? I mean—why? What's going on”
He places his hand on top of hers and peers down upon her affectionately.
“Kate?” Paul says, clearing his throat, causing Alberico to drop his hand and my mom to step back from him. Her cheeks redden as she returns to Paul’s side.
“I know that this may seem rather shocking. But I assure you, I can and I will explain everything to you both. If you will let me?” Alberico addresses them both respectfully.
“Kate, who is he?”
My mom seems tongue-tied so I answer for her. “Paul, this is Alberico, my father.”
“Your...? That means he’s...? Um, wow. Well, I’m not really sure what to say,” Paul stammers. “This is unexpected.”
“You have no idea.” My mom mumbles under  her breath. “I think I'm going to need a drink.”
“Yes, I am Mia’s biological father, but that isn’t the only reason I am here.”
“Please sit down.” Paul gestures kindly, and Alberico thanks him in return as he takes a seat beside me on the loveseat. “Should I get us some coffee?”
“That would be lovely. Thank you,” Alberico answers graciously. Paul stands up to go make a pot of coffee and I suspect he just needed an excuse to leave the room for a moment. “Is this Maddie?” Alberico asks me.
I nod and he says “She's adorable.”
“I know,” I tell him with a smile. “Cutest baby in the entire world.”
 “What’s going on, Mia? Is this why you’ve been acting so differently lately?” my mom asks me.
“It’s part of it. But it’s much more than that,” I start to explain but I’m at a complete loss for words. “Dad?”
Alberico turns to me with the look of pride on his face that I’ve become accustomed to. He pats my knee  then looks up at my mother. “She’s amazing. You did a wonderful job raising her.”
“Thank you.” The words are barely a whisper as water pools in the corners of her eyes.
“Kate, there’s so much I need to explain to you. You deserve to know why I left all those years ago without saying good-bye. There’s so much that you don’t know and so much that you won’t be able to understand.”
“Why won’t I be able to understand?”
I stifle an inappropriately timed laugh. “Sorry,” I apologize. “It’s just, you have no idea just how crazy  the story is that he’s about to tell you.”
Alberico begins to explain everything to Mom and Paul. Everything about the Light Elves, the Dark Elves, where I really was last Christmas break, why I was always disappearing and coming home late, and where I’ve been the last three days. I watch Mom’s face carefully, trying to discern what she is feeling while Alberico lays it out for her. For the most part she handles it better than expected. Sure, at first, she thought it was an elaborate hoax I put together in an attempt to avoid being grounded again, although she apparently keeps forgetting I’m technically an adult now so she can’t really ground me anyway.
While Mom and Paul took it all in stride, after the initial shock anyway, I don’t think they really believed us until Alberico demonstrated some of his Fire abilities causing Paul to squeeze his coffee mug a little too tightly, breaking the handle off and slicing his hand, which I then promptly healed much to his astonishment.
I was a little worried that Paul might have a heart attack after that. Luckily, if he did I have no doubt I’d have been able to heal him quickly, but the experience would still suck all the same.
“Is she in danger?” Mom asks.
“Yes,” Alberico tells her truthfully, and her face whitens. “It’s part of the reason why I’ve come to talk to you. It’s important that Mia remain in Álfheimr until everything has been resolved.”
“How long will that be?”
“We can’t say for certain.”
“But—”
“Mom, it’s okay, I want to go. I need to stay there and learn more about that part of me,” I try to explain.
She sighs with a defeated expression. “It’s not forever though, right?”
“Of course not,” I assure her, even though I know I can’t promise her that.  Even if I somehow, miraculously survive, I will be accepting Sól’s offer and I know that I won’t be able to come back. She won’t remember me anyway. Before we leave my family tonight, Alberico will manipulate their memories of me. They will have no idea that any of this ever happened. She won’t remember him, she won’t remember me. She, Paul, and Maddie will move on and continue their lives in blissful ignorance. I only hope it’s enough to keep them safe.
“Okay.” She puts on a brave face, but I know she’s falling to pieces. I know this because I am too. She turns to me and says, “This doesn’t feel real.”
“I still have a hard time believing it myself sometimes and I’ve actually been living this dual existence for months now.”
“Will I ever be able to see it? The kingdom?” my mom asks.
I turn to Alberico, uncertain how to answer that.
“There are certain rules we must follow to maintain our secrecy,” he starts to explain. “But I’m sure that can be arranged sometime in the future. These are unusual circumstances after all.”
“I’d like that.” Mom smiles and Paul clears his throat uncomfortably again. I sort of feel bad for the guy, even though I know that Mom loves Paul very much, it has to be awkward being in the same room with your wife’s first love.
“Mia, perhaps your mother and Paul would like to take a look at that book? The one Greyson gave you last year.”
“What book?” Mom asks.
“It is a collection of our history,” Alberico answers her before asking me, “Do you still have it?”
“Um, yeah. It’s upstairs. I’ll be right back.”
As I leave the room, I can’t help but look back over my shoulder at a sight I never thought I’d ever witness: Mom, Paul, and Alberico sitting in my living room, talking over a pot of coffee and my baby sister playing on the floor at their feet.
The sight is bittersweet and tears start to well up in my eyes.
I always hated having to lie to my mom, but at the same time I thought it was better for her if she remained ignorant. Now she knows everything, well almost everything, and I don’t have to lie to her anymore, but it doesn’t even matter.
Now that I finally feel complete—like I’m no longer trying to split myself into two pieces—everything’s about to change. I have a decision to make. A decision that I’ll have to live with for the rest of my life—and if I choose what Sól wants me to choose, well, the rest of my life will be a really long time.  
I know what I need to do and I know what I want to do, but unfortunately those are not the same thing.
I'm searching through the piles of books on my desk that don't fit on my bookcase when I stumble across a picture of Hannah and I from Homecoming. Seeing that picture is like twisting the knife that has been permanently wedged in my gut since I first found out that she was gone. I have so many questions. What is she doing there? Did Ethan lie to get her to go with him willingly? Is Seth there too? Does she hate me so much now that she wants to help the Dark Elves defeat me? Or do they have some sort of spell on her and she has no idea what she's doing? So many questions and I have no way of knowing if I'll ever find out those answers.
I know the moment he arrives soundlessly in my room—like a pull from a magnet I can't help but turn around to face him.
He's leaning up against the window frame, obviously trying to appear nonchalant, but I can see the sadness in his green eyes.
“Hey Lark,” he says with that heart-melting smile of his that always turns me into mush at his feet. My heart skips a beat and my chest tightens in response to him being in such close proximity, but I don't let myself move. I don't trust myself. I know all it will take is one single touch and I will forget everything.
“What are you doing here?” I ask quietly, not wanting to attract the attention of my parents downstairs.
“Attempting to use my infamous powers of persuasion to convince you that you don’t have--” he starts.
I hold my hand up to stop him because I don’t want to let him finish.
I don’t want to hear anything else. Because even though all I desperately want to do right now is throw myself into his arms and let him hold me as my world falls apart in hopes that maybe his arms can keep the pieces of me together until I can find the strength to do it myself, I know I can't do that. 
 “I needed you and you just walked away.”
“I know, and I’m sorry. I didn't mean to act like such a jerk. I don't know what came over me,” he tries to explain. “I just got scared.”
“Don’t you think that I’m scared? That I’m not completely heartbroken over this choice? Because I am. I feel like I don’t even have a choice. I screwed up—big time. Sól has offered me a chance to right my wrong. To make up for the mistakes caused by my selfishness. And yet, here I am, still acting selfish because all I want to do is tell her no. All I want to do is stay here, in the mortal world with you and my family, and never think about elves ever again. But I can’t do that.
“I’m going to accept Sól’s offer. Tonight, after I’ve said good-bye to my family, I’m going to do it. I know that it’s going to change everything but I also know that even though she’s offering me a choice, there isn’t really one to make. And I know that you can’t accept that, that you think there’s another way, and believe me, I wish there was one but there’s not. As scary as it is, I have to do this, Jacoby. I don’t have a choice. I know you don’t understand that but I don’t really know if there can be an ‘us’ anymore.”
“But--”
I’m trying to hold back the tears as I tell him goodbye because I know if I lose it, he’ll pull me into his arms and I won’t be able to resist him. “It’s just better if we end this now, before it’s too late.”
“Too late for what?” His voice cracks and it almost breaks me.
“Don’t you see? There isn’t going to be a happily ever after for us. It’s not in the cards.”
“You don’t mean that.”
“I do. Please don’t make this any harder than it already is.”
“Lark—” He takes a step toward me, his outreached hand pausing mid-air for only a moment before lightly grazing my cheek, wiping away the traitorous tears that have started to fall beyond my control.  With a look of determination he says, “I'm never going to give up on us, Lark. This isn’t over yet.”
Oh, how I wish that were true.
“Good-bye, Jacoby.” 
I know that no matter how much it causes my heart and soul to ache just thinking about losing him, I don't have a choice. Despite what he may stubbornly think, it has to be over between us—otherwise, how will I have the strength to do what I know what is right? 
I don't want to do this. I don't want to live forever. I just want to live a normal life. I want to get married, have kids and grow old just like everyone else. 
This isn't anything like what I planned for myself. But I need to accept this hand I've been dealt, own up to my responsibility in the matter and do everything I can to make it right, even if it breaks my heart in the process.
The next chapter of my life is just beginning and it’s going to be the biggest challenge I've ever faced. I’ve barely dipped a toe in the shadows of this world. Now I’m about to delve head first into the darkness and I can only hope to surface on the other side in one piece.
 
The End
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