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      For the Queens.

      I’ve fallen in love with the fae because of you.
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      “What’s up with your boyfriend, Aria?” my brother asks the second I take my earbuds from my ears. Now they dangle from my pocket.

      My heart lurches. “Sterling? What about him?” I pray Ian doesn’t hear the rise in my pitch. I set another stoneware plate on the table and tuck a paper napkin along the left side before moving on to the next place setting.

      “C’mon, Aria.” Ian leans on the kitchen’s doorframe with his arms crossed and a smile, but it’s forced. I worry he knows too much and is about to tell me he knows my boyfriend’s secret. “What new kid, who not only arrives in the middle of a first quarter but months after football tryouts, is suddenly the starting running back?”

      This is about football? I should have known.

      “Are you mad because he’s new?” My voice returns to normal. “Or because he’s a junior?” And you’re a senior. I swallow the last part of my thought, not wanting to hurt Ian. But he’s quiet.

      I grab the pile of silverware in the center of the table and busy myself with placing forks. My back is to my brother, but I don’t turn and face him. I’m hesitant to catch him in a moment of vulnerability.

      “Seniors should have priority,” he says.

      “Especially a senior who has been working hard for that slot since he was a freshman?” My tone is kind, but I realize too late that it sounds pitying. At least he doesn’t suspect the other thing about Sterling. He’s just here to complain that the world isn’t fair, as usual. “It’s not like I had any control over it. You’re right. The world isn’t fair, and some people just have more natural talent than others.” I say it to cover any chance that Ian discovers the truth, the real reason Sterling excelled in tryouts. I realize too late that it was mean.

      “Don’t patronize me.”

      I spin to mend the widening rift. My blonde ponytail whips from its usual place over my shoulder around to my back. By the time I turn, Ian is gone.

      Great. Now I’ve ruined things. After six months, I was finally starting to feel comfortable in this house. Ian isn’t actually my brother. He’s my foster brother, and I want nothing more than to have a family and feel like I belong. My shoulders hunch as I set the rest of the forks and knives.

      I shuffle into the kitchen. I can’t even meet the eyes of my foster mom, Lindsey, when I fetch the thick glasses from the cupboard. Luckily, Lindsey has her back turned since she’s pulling the lasagna out of the oven. I slip back to the dining room to finish setting the table and manage a happier look when I walk back for the salad and bottle of dressing.

      When I return and set down the salad bowl, Ian is already sitting, picking at a piece of French bread. I pull out the bench to sit across from him right as Blake, my foster dad, walks in from upstairs and helps Lindsey carry the rest of the food to the table.

      I don’t glance at Ian, worried I’ll see a daggered glare if I do and then get questioned by the parents. We’ve never fought before, but I fully expect he will ignore me for the rest of the weekend or at least rest of the night.

      “Are you going to the party tonight, Aria?” Ian asks after we pray thanks for the meal.

      I’m floored at the sudden change in his attitude. “I—I uh…” I stammer and look at Lindsey as if she might have the answer.

      She doesn’t speak but looks expectantly at me. I sense an identical expression coming from Blake.

      I turn to Ian to avoid them both. “Actually, I think I’ll stay in tonight,” I say. “Lindsey rented that horror movie, so I think I’ll just watch it with her and Blake.”

      “We have the movie for forty-eight hours, Aria,” Lindsey says, reaching out as if to pat my hand. But then she pulls back. She looks too young to be the parent to two teenagers because she is. Aside from a few gray hairs, Lindsey could be my older sister. Although, with her dark hair and deep olive complexion, we look nothing alike. “We could wait and watch it tomorrow night instead.” She glances at her husband across the table.

      He looks too young to be a dad to teenagers too.

      When they couldn’t have kids, Lindsey and Blake King fostered older kids. The ones most families didn’t want. Ian came to their home when he was thirteen. The King’s adopted him when he was fifteen, so he gets to share their name.

      Lucky, I know.

      Ian is eighteen now, only a year older than me, but as lucky as he is now, he remembers foster homes better than I do.

      “Yeah, we can wait if you want to see it,” Blake says. “You should go to the party.”

      “Your boyfriend is going, you should too,” Ian adds. I want to stomp on his foot or kick him in the shin beneath the table. But I don’t. He could have called Sterling by his name, he didn’t have to use that title.

      “Boyfriend?” Lindsey’s voice brightens as she straightens.

      “Did we know you have a boyfriend?” Blake asks, failing at sounding blasé about my relationship status.

      “It’s… I mean, you know him,” I say. Know is a fluid word. Sterling has been to the house once.

      “Is it that new kid?” Blake asks, gesturing with his fork and talking around his food. “The one with the hero hair and killer arm? If he’d moved in a few months sooner, I bet he would have replaced Matt Green as starting QB.” He makes a grunting sound when he says the football position.

      Ian stiffens, but Lindsey doesn’t seem to notice as she stifles a laugh. “Hero hair?”

      “Yeah, it’s always like…” Blake gestures with his hands above his head. “C’mon, you’ve seen it!” He drops his hands when Lindsey laughs again. “Even after taking off his helmet, it’s like…” He looks to me for help.

      “He does have pretty amazing hair,” I admit and feel heat rush into my cheeks.

      “C’mon, Linz,” Blake says. “His hair is just… strange how it’s never messed up.” He snaps his finger. “Like that Stefan character on The Vampire Diaries.”

      “Sterling doesn’t have a hair and makeup team,” I argue, trying to cover up my unease by sounding annoyed.

      “Then maybe he’s an actual vampire?” Blake wags his eyebrows and then winks.

      My stomach lurches. Close but not quite. I roll my eyes to hide my panic. “You binge-watch too much TV.”

      “I might, but who is always bingeing with me?” He flashes all his teeth at me.

      I fail to duck my head before smiling too.

      “So, you two are dating?” Lindsey asks, changing the subject.

      I stuff my mouth with a large bite of noodles, meat, and cheese. When I nod, I add a shrug and keep my eyes downward. “It’s just casual,” I say after swallowing, hoping the words sound casual too.

      “Where is this party happening?” Blake asks. “Are you going, Ian?”

      Ian shrugs. “I might make an appearance.” He tosses his fork on the plate. “Actually, I’m not that hungry.” He pushes himself away from the table and stands up.

      “I’ll save a plate for you in the fridge,” Lindsey says, watching his retreating form with a worry-line between her eyebrows.

      Ian waves a hand in response and takes the stairs two at a time.

      “What’s going on?” Blake asks Lindsey, hooking a thumb over his shoulder.

      “I don’t know, he seemed fine a minute ago,” she says.

      “I’ll go talk to him,” I say, also standing. I drop my napkin next to my plate and head upstairs.

      Ian’s room is dark except for the glow of a small screen he focuses on with a controller clutched in his hands. He’s killing zombies today. “I shouldn’t have taken it out on you,” he says without looking up. “It’s not your fault your boyfriend is a natural and I’m not.”

      I wish I could just tell him Sterling isn’t human. Or at least not completely human. There is nothing fair about the way he made the football team. I also wish I hadn’t been the one to point out that some people have more talent than others. Some people meaning Sterling, and others meaning Ian.

      But I can’t tell him.

      “Maybe I’ll ask him to quit,” I say.

      Ian whips around. “Why would he do that?”

      “I dunno.” It sounded stupid the second the words came out. “I think he’d do it if I asked.”

      Ian whistles low. “Aria, please don’t tell me Sterling Firell is so whipped over you, he’d actually quit the team if you asked?”

      Wrong answer. Sterling and I aren’t that serious. We can’t be. We’re too different.

      “Even if he would,” Ian says without waiting for me to answer, “don’t ask him. We need him. We might actually take state this year. He and Green make a good combination.”

      I nod, grateful I don’t have to ask Sterling to quit because I am a little worried he would. I’m also grateful Ian seems to have accepted him as a teammate, instead of pegging him as competition. Again, I can’t tell him, but Ian would think it’s funny knowing Sterling went out for the team because he wanted to be involved in something my brother was into. I don’t think he thought much about football before that. He just wanted to get in good with the family and all.

      I smile. Sterling will get a kick out of Blake’s hero hair comment.

      “So, we’re good?” I ask Ian, who is absorbed in maiming zombies on screen again right as the doorbell rings. “Did we survive our first sibling fight?”

      “Ha!” He glances over his shoulder with a mock-smile on his face. The teasing one. “You call that a fight?”

      “I have nothing to compare it to,” I say a little sadly.

      “Yeah, I guess I always thought kids like us were too broken for stupid sibling fights.” His tone is morose too, but while my comment is from a lack of memories, he refers to too many traumatic ones.

      Ever since I joined the family, Ian has always been the dream big brother. Aside from tonight, of course. He is always looking out for me and making sure I’m comfortable at home. Lindsey and Blake worried that bringing a seventeen-year-old girl into a house with their eighteen-year-old adopted son would be a problem. And not just any girl but one who suffered severe memory loss in a recent car crash. Despite that, Ian has always doted on me and teased me like I imagine a brother would a sister. At least from what I’ve seen in movies and books.

      “Challenge accepted?” It comes out more questioning than intended, but I hope it does the trick.

      His mock-smile is back. “More sibling fighting? Again, that wasn’t an actual fight.”

      “Aria?” Lindsey calls from downstairs. I hear her climbing the steps. “Aria, your—Sterling is here.”

      Ian turns to me with one eyebrow lifted. “You want me to treat you like a sister?” He drops the remote and rubs his hands together. “Get ready to be embarrassed, Little Sis.”

      I laugh as I try to beat my brother to the door.
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      Blake is right about the hero hair. I guess I never noticed it before, but when I follow Ian downstairs, the first thing I see over my brother’s head—I didn’t make it out of his room first—is the perfectly styled, sandy-blonde hair of Sterling Firell.

      Almost exactly like Stefan from The Vampire Diaries.

      Well, that’s not fair. Guys shouldn’t have better hair than their girlfriends.

      To my relief, Ian only talks about football when he greets Sterling in the entryway. I stand with them for a few seconds but realize I never finished my dinner. I give Sterling a half-smile and gesture that I’ll be in the other room. He nods and folds his arms and then becomes completely engrossed in the coaching my brother gives him, as if Ian is the football natural with talent and expertise and not the other way around.

      I can’t help but smile. Sterling is the best.

      I finish my now-cold lasagna, then stack my dish with Lindsey’s and Blake’s finished ones to take to the sink in the kitchen.

      “Nope,” Blake says, following behind me with the empty glasses. “I’m doing dishes tonight. You helped with dinner, I’m cleaning up.”

      “But—”

      “Plus, you have a party to get to.” Blake smiles and turns the faucet on. “Where is this party, anyway?” he asks, sounding like an inexperienced parent to teenagers. Maybe he’s now realizing it should have been one of the first questions he asked.

      I smile at his fumbling but don’t comment.

      “I still haven’t decided if I’m going,” I say. I don’t want to go, but they’ll probably talk me into it.

      “I thought…” He pauses and points toward the front door with dripping fingers where I can still hear Ian and Sterling discussing different plays. “Sterling is here, so I thought…” Blake doesn’t finish the sentence.

      “I never told Sterling I wanted to go,” I say, pulling plastic wrap from the drawer to cover the leftover lasagna. “It’s some party for the football players at Matt Green’s house. You know, the starting QB?” I lower my voice to mimic the grunting voice Blake used when he said the same at dinner. “And I’m no football player.”

      “But you’re the girlfriend of one,” Blake argues. “And the sister of one,” he adds. “Why would football players throw a party for themselves and not invite girls too?” He wags his eyebrows at me, which is comical coming from a guy who attended those same parties less than ten years ago.

      But I kinda wish Ian hadn’t gone blabbing about my relationship status. Arguing that athletes don’t want their sisters at their parties would be solid. Arguing that they wouldn’t want their girlfriends there… isn’t.

      “Ian tells me you’re not coming?” Sterling says from the kitchen doorway.

      Blake turns.

      “Hello, Mr. King,” he greets.

      “Please, call me Blake,” he says with a pained expression.

      “Blake,” Sterling corrects.

      I shut the fridge before turning to him. He looks so strange standing in my kitchen. His perfect hair and near-unnatural, green-colored eyes set against the light-stained hickory cabinets behind him practically announces his inhumanness. It’s a wonder my foster dad only noticed his hero hair because it’s something a human could reasonably and naturally have. And for all the sci-fi and fantasy and superhero movies we’ve watched together, it’s a miracle he hasn’t attributed Sterling’s strangeness to Middle Earth or Asgard.

      “I was thinking about staying in and watching a horror movie with Lindsey and Blake,” I say, leaning back against the smooth counter on the heels of my hands.

      Okay, sue me. I have this amazingly attractive boyfriend and I want to stay in. But I have my reasons.

      “Normally, I would ask if I could stay in with you,” Sterling says. “But I promised some people I’d be there.” The way he says some people piques my interest because when he first formed the word with his lips, it wasn’t some people he was about to say.

      “C’mon, Aria,” Ian says. He stands next to Sterling, who towers half a foot above him, and leans against the door jamb. “Come out and have a little fun.”

      I lift an eyebrow and cross my arms. “Do you really want your little sis tagging along?” I tease, testing the waters of the new level of our relationship and loving it already. “Aren’t you worried I’ll come back with juicy stories about you and some cheerleaders to tell Blake and Lindsey all about?”

      Blake chuckles at the sink.

      Ian lifts his hands into the air. “Whatever. Stay here and be a boring seventeen going on sixty-five-year-old homebody who’d rather stay home knitting socks with the parents on a Friday night.”

      “Hey!” Blake whines. “We don’t knit socks on Friday nights—”

      “Yes, we’re more uneven scarves kind-of-people,” Lindsey finishes. Ian and Sterling step aside to let her into the kitchen.

      I bite my lip. I can’t even appreciate the lame humor because I’m considering saying yes. Not because Ian is tempting me to go or even because I want to find out who the some people are that Sterling promised to see. But because Ian is right. When else will I get to go to some adolescent teenage party with rowdy hormone-fueled boys and giggling girls? And it makes me wonder what sort of person I was before I lost my memories. Before the car crash. Was I the party type? Was I reluctantly popular like I am now? Or was I the loner loser who would scream at myself to go have some fun with my hot boyfriend and the clique of friends who allowed me into their circle no-questions asked?

      My too-thick school file doesn’t say. And my also-thick medical file from the accident only illustrates the miraculous recovery of my brain injury. Absently, I lift my hand to my forehead as if a bump or scar will manifest as proof it actually happened.

      Something. Any physical reminder of the accident that robbed me of my memories.

      But, as always, the mere thought of it makes me dizzy and on the verge of another terrifying panic attack. So, I try not to think about it and live in the now.

      Still, I feel like I owe it to the former me—whoever she was—to say yes.

      “She’s thinking about it,” Sterling says in a sing-song voice, nudging Ian. Then he walks toward me and reaches out to grip the sides of my arms. Although his fingers are warm, goosebumps skitter along my bare skin at his touch. “It’ll be fun, promise.” He winks and flashes a mischievous half-smile. Sterling is always all about the fun. He leans forward and whispers, “Where’s your sense of adventure?”

      “Fine. If it’s that important to you, I’ll come,” I say.

      “Just make an appearance, Aria,” Ian adds. “Show up, stay a while and then you can leave. It’s not like we’re asking you to go out and save the world or anything. It’s just a party.”

      “I said I’ll come!” I shout, throwing my arms in the air and prompting another chuckle from Blake at the sink.

      “I can save today; you can save the world,” Blake mutters in his best Captain America voice at the sink.

      “Ha, ha,” I say dryly in Blake’s direction. Then I push past my brother in the doorway. “I’m going to change. I’ll be down in a second.”
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        * * *

      

      Apparently, fae boyfriends drive nondescript beat-up Chevy trucks, not fancy and expensive Aston Martins or Bugattis. That’s fine by me because it means my nosy foster brother prefers to drive himself to parties in his newer Jeep Wrangler.

      That’s right. Sterling is a fae.

      He’s not like a brooding, cruel, princely fae. No, he isn’t a stereotypical, mean-blooded royalty or anything. He’s not royalty at all, in fact. And Sterling is only part fae. The other part is human.

      But he’s still a faerie.

      It should be obvious since he’s inhumanly good-looking, but most people think faeries are mythical, so I never worry that anyone will figure it out. Sterling has never worried either. But after Ian’s and Blake’s comments earlier, I’m a little worried.

      And I’m not dating Sterling because he’s fae. I’m dating him because we’re perfect for each other in every way. We get each other. In fact, his faeness almost ended our relationship before it started. I have neraidaphobia—fear of faeries. But once I got to know Sterling, it seemed silly to be afraid of what he was. I just made him promise to never take me to his realm. He was almost too quick to agree, which just proved I was right to fear it.

      The sun already dips below the tree-line, leaving the road full of shadows. Piles of fallen orange and brown leaves scatter in the headlights as we drive. It’s sweater-weather, so while I’d changed into my favorite cream and gold knit sweater that hugs me in the right places, I hadn’t bothered to do anything different with my hair. It hangs in its typical twist across my right shoulder.

      “So…” I prompt as Sterling makes a turn at the stop-sign heading toward the richer part of town. “Who are these people you promised that you’d make an appearance?”

      Sterling turns away to look out the window. “Oh, just the guys,” he says and then names off the entire offensive team.

      My sigh of relief is nearly audible. Just humans. Not people, er… other fae from his world.

      “Aren’t you excited to come? Even a little?” he asks. “Holly and Cassie will be there. I thought you three were besties.”

      “Besties?” It sounds so strange coming from my fae-boyfriend’s mouth. “Who taught you to speak teenage-girl?”

      “I think that would have to be this girl I know.” He winks at me, his green eyes sparkling in the waning light of dusk. “Her name is Aria Whisk? Maybe you know her?”

      Aria Whisk. It’s the name on my file. While no memories are attached to it, it has some familiarity. It’s not like I remember Whisk being my last name or like I remember my birth parents or anything, but there is a rightness to it even if it doesn’t feel like the complete truth. Weird, I know.

      “Ha. Ha,” I drone before folding my arms and turning away to watch the passing street lights out the window.

      We sit in silence for a few moments as I thaw. I like Holly and Cassie. They’re great. But I guess I try so hard to fit in at my foster home—and feel like I’m finally gaining some traction—the thought of attempting to fit in anywhere else is exhausting. Even if it’s something I want. At school, I’m forced to try five days a week, but Friday night is supposed to be my time.

      “You are something else,” Sterling says.

      “Hmm?” I muse, turning back to him.

      He glances at me and then lifts his left hand to the top of the steering wheel so he can take my hand in his with his right.

      Our fingers interlock, fitting together. It’s comforting and fills me with a warmth like the raspberry hot chocolate Lindsey made two Sundays ago when the weather turned.

      “Until now, I’ve never spent much time with full humans,” he says. I try not to cringe at his word-usage. “Usually, I just come for a bit of amusement, and it’s been several decades since I was last here. But you… amaze me.”

      “You know that sounds super creepy, right?” I say to deflect any talk about me because I can’t talk about me. At all. Not because I don’t want to, but because I don’t remember. I have to deflect anything that might bring out the truth that I have no memories before coming to live with my adoptive family.

      Nothing. Zero memories. Zilch.

      I resist the urge to hunch over and grip my stomach as a wave of panic threatens to rise.

      “What? That you amaze me?” he asks.

      “No! Several decades? Sterling, you’re over what… two hundred years old?” I say because clearly, I need to deflect harder.

      “Thereabouts.” He’s sounding much more like himself than he did when he spoke of my besties.

      “Dating a seventeen-year-old human girl? Blake and Lindsey should be horrified!” I clap my hands on my cheeks in feigned terror. Then I laugh.

      Sterling rolls his eyes at the windshield but smiles. “I never should have told you my age. Star fae age differently in Faerie anyway, so I’m comparably the same age as you.” He sighs and shakes his head as he turns the wheel, heading up the windy path toward Matt Green’s neighborhood.

      “Comparably. That sounds like a nice legal term if you’re ever arrested for dating a minor,” I tease but blush since he and I have done nothing to warrant him being arrested. “Star fae,” I say, pivoting the subject and keeping the conversation on him. “The half-fae, half-human type like you?”

      He nods.

      “The, what you call full-fae, are immortal, right?” I ask, trying to remember how he explained it.

      “They can be killed, but yes, if they aren’t mortally wounded somehow, and remain in Faerie, they will live forever.”

      “But not you. You’ll die when you’re seven hundred or a thousand years old?”

      “That is what I’m talking about,” he says. We’ve reached the long line of parked cars on Matt’s street, and Sterling pulls along the curb on the end. He puts his truck in park but doesn’t cut the engine.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You amaze me. I’ve never wanted to tell a human what I am or where I come from, but you know all of this because I wanted to tell you.” He releases my hand to turn the key and remove it from the ignition. The cab silences without the thrum of the motor running.

      My heart warms at the same time the panic sets in again. I’ve heard this speech before, but it’s moving back to the dangerous territory of asking about me. I remove my hand from the door handle and rest it in my lap.

      “But then you met me, and I reminded you of someone. Even though you realized I’m not her, you were drawn to me and just had to know me.” I bat my eyelashes at him. Sure, I’m mocking him a little, but I have his speech memorized by now.

      He sticks his tongue out, and I have to laugh. It’s so comical coming from his perfect face.

      “I’ve read some of those, what are they called? Paranormal romance novels.”

      “You read about vampires and werewolves falling in love with young mortals?” I ask. I’m surprised, this is something new.

      “They’re not all about vampires and werewolves—”

      “So, you’ve read the fae ones too?” I wink at him and cross my arms. “What, were you comparing notes?”

      He frowns with his eyebrows but can’t help the smile that sneaks out. But I’ve pushed him too far. He shakes his head and turns to reach for the door.

      I grab his fingers before he can open it and pull back. “I’m sorry. I’ll behave. Please continue.”

      He settles again.

      “So… you’ve read some vampire romance novels,” I prompt.

      Sterling studies me for a second. I hope the teasing is wiped from my face now because whatever he wanted to say sounded important and I do want to hear it. Especially since the topic has moved back into safe waters.

      He sighs again but won’t look at me. Instead, he looks at our clasped hands sitting between us. “In those novels, the girl is always fascinated by the otherness of their boyfriends.” He looks up at me with his unnaturally green eyes right when he says otherness. “They’re overjoyed and baffled that their uber-attractive boyfriend picked them.” He lifts an eyebrow.

      Cocky much? But I’m done teasing. “You tell me about the fae stuff.”

      “Because I want to! Not because you ever ask. And maybe it’s because I hope you’ll tell me more about you if you learn everything about me.”

      Uh oh. “I’m not like other girls?” I say and lift my hands in a shrug matched with a smile.

      “Please, Aria,” he says. “Tell me something about you. You never talk about your life before the Kings.”

      “I’ve told you. My life didn’t even begin until the Kings.” My tone flattens as my pulse speeds. All joking has vanished. “Not really,” I add but feel so sick I can’t say more. Every time I’ve tried to tell Sterling more, my head spins and my stomach twists with nausea. But it’s not just Sterling who doesn’t know I have zero memories and that I can’t even tell him out loud.

      No one knows. Not even the Kings.
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      Lindsey and Blake knew I had some memory loss from the car accident when they brought me into their home, but they didn’t know the extent of it. They don’t know that I remember nothing. They’re cool enough that they don’t pressure me to talk about my past unless I want to, which I never do. Either that or they’ve noticed the way my face turns green whenever the subject is brought up and decided to stop asking.

      Ian didn’t like talking about his former foster families either. They weren’t all bad, he said, but leaving was always bad, so they all hold unpleasant memories for him. Knowing this, I think Lindsey and Blake assume that whatever happened in my past needs to stay there. Their focus is on helping make my present and future better. And for that, I’m grateful.

      “Here’s the thing,” I say to Sterling.

      A couple of Sterling’s teammates walk past the truck and tap on the driver’s side window, mouthing the words: the party is this way and over-exaggerate with their gestures.

      “We’ll be right in,” Sterling says and nods. He doesn’t roll down the window or open the door, but they seem to understand. Still, they point at me and wink while flashing a semi-lewd gesture before heading up to the party.

      “We can go in,” I say.

      “No. You were about to say something. They can wait.”

      I’ve thought about this. It’s not the first time Sterling has lamented that he’s told me much more about him than I have about me. So, I’ve prepped what I think is the right thing to say. It’s something that doesn’t make my insides twist, and it feels true.

      “I think the reason I’m not overly curious about what you are is because…” I bite my lip. Maybe I shouldn’t speak the truth.

      “Because…” he prompts.

      “Because honestly, I’ve waited my entire life for a family.”

      At least that’s what my file says.

      “And I think it was more within the realm of possibility that I’d meet and begin dating an uber-attractive supernatural boy,” I say, igniting a smile from him. “Than the slight chance I might be with a really cool family before aging out of the system.”

      At least that’s what the social worker said before the Kings took me in.

      That and the mere thought of anything dealing with the fae or Faerie paralyzes me with fear.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I think I love that about you.”

      My heart twinges and all thoughts of fear flee. Love? We’d never said the word. It didn’t apply yet.

      “You picked me for me. Not because I’m fae.”

      “Oh, because that’s the reason all the other girls ogle over you. Because they know you’re a faerie.” I lay the sarcasm on thick, but I don’t add that I nearly broke things off with him when I learned he was a supernatural being.

      But somehow it didn’t matter. Neraidaphobia is stupid, anyway. I avoided him for two days straight after learning he was a faerie. He finally cornered me at school with an Encyclopedia of Fairies and promised he was nothing like any of the creatures listed and that he would let nothing related to the fae hurt me. Eventually, my rational brain took over. I saw Sterling for Sterling and the fear of him magically melted away.

      Although, I also promptly threw that Encyclopedia in the dumpster behind the Crown Burger where it belonged.

      Sterling smiles and shakes his head. “You remind me so much of her,” he says, so softly I wonder if he wasn’t actually saying it to me. “You remind me of her, but not her. It’s better, though. We have this connection. I wish someday…”

      “Nope, not happening.” I jerk my hand from his and swing the door open to exit. Before stepping out, I lean closer. “You promised,” I say, injecting all the pleading into my tone as possible. “I’m never going there.”

      Neraidaphobia may be stupid, but it’s oh so real. Sterling is my only concession.

      “I know,” he says, also leaning closer and somehow freezing me in place inches from his lips. “But I wish I could share some of it with you. I can’t bring Zebsar here.” The smirk lifts the spell, and I step out.

      “Your cabble-gabble thingy?” I say, rounding to the front of the truck to take his outstretched hand. “Your carnivorous water horse?” I hiss in a low voice.

      “cabbyll-ushtey.” Sterling corrects me with a laugh. “And I think he’d like you. In fact…” He trails off again as we walk up the road.

      “Not. Happening.”

      “You and Madseok might get along,” he sings, pulling his arm so I’m forced to step closer to him. “You know, the queen’s horse?”

      “But to test that out would risk me getting eaten. I thought you liked me!”

      “You look so much like Carys—Queen Carys,” he corrects with a wince. “He’d probably just think you’re her. And he’s never tried to eat her.” He grips his chin with his free hand as we walk, as if contemplating that very thing.

      “Yeah, probably is super comforting.” I lower my voice as we catch up with some other party-goers and try to think of a good subject change.

      I should be jealous or weirded out that I look so much like his beloved queen. He’s admitted it’s the reason he wanted to get to know me. But I’m not jealous. It doesn’t feel like a big deal. Sterling always assures me I’m different—although he could never pinpoint how we’re different besides my humanness. It shouldn’t bother me, but it never even crossed my mind to be bothered.

      I guess I just trust him.

      Besides, I’ll never meet Queen Carys since I’m never going to Faerie. It’s easy to pretend she doesn’t exist.

      “Since you’re so cool and not like other girls…” Sterling says, trailing off.

      “Other girls who would pepper you with questions and beg you to take them to your magical land?”

      “Yes, those girls.” He rolls his eyes as if he’s so done with those girls.

      It makes me laugh, and I like him even more.

      “I should tell you that my brother is in town.”

      “Brother?” I say it like it’s a foreign word.

      “Is that so difficult to imagine?” He laughs.

      “I dunno. You’ve never mentioned him.”

      “And I’m just the mysterious fae boy who exists only for you.”

      “No, that’s not it.”

      Sterling shrugs. “I’m telling you because he’s going to want to know the reason I’ve spent so much time… here.” He gestures at the darkened neighborhood.

      “Being around full humans?” I use his word.

      “Exactly, and if he meets you…” Sterling looks at me with an expression I’ve only seen once. The first time he laid eyes on me over a month ago. He was stunned. Of course, at the time he thought he was looking at the face of his missing queen. He assumed she’d hidden herself in the human world for some mysterious reason. He even called me by her name.

      “Carys?” he said. “I mean, Your Majesty? What are you doing here?”

      He gestured to the surrounding houses that day, too. I had just delivered a package to a neighbor that wound up on our porch by mistake.

      I made a face. “I promise, I’m no one’s Majesty. And my name is Aria. Not Carrie or whoever you’re looking for.”

      “Carys,” he whispered and then nodded. “Of course. You couldn’t be her.”

      At the time, I thought he was insulting me, but Sterling later explained there was something he sensed in me that was lacking in her. That’s how he knew I wasn’t her.

      It’s strange to think I’ve only known him a little over a month. It feels like we’ve been connected much, much longer.

      I dismiss the feeling. Who knows? Maybe we met once in my lost memories, and it was inconsequential enough that he forgot too.

      Except he said he hasn’t been in the human world for a while…

      “You’re worried he’ll think I’m her,” I say.

      He nods and twists his mouth. “I’ll figure something out.”

      Will Sterling have to go home? We have such a casual, easy-going relationship, but the thought of him leaving causes me anxiety. It’s a different type of anxiety, and it surprises me. I don’t want him to go. I want Sterling to stay. With me.

      Of course he can’t stay forever. Since star fae age as quickly as humans when they’re in the human world too long, Sterling can only stay a few years or risk shortening his thousand-year life. Staying in the human world is a death sentence to them. Seventy years in their world is practically nothing. Seventy years here would cause him to age and die in a normal human lifespan.

      So, it’s not like he’s dying tomorrow, but I always knew our relationship was temporary. Still, if he has to leave to hide the reason he’s stayed and settled (i.e. me) maybe goodbye will come sooner than I thought. I assumed I’d have him around at least until college.

      We walk around Matt Green’s house toward the back where bass music vibrates the soles of my flats. Strings of patio lights with big industrial-looking bulbs are strung along a large awning and across the entire length of a white vinyl fence along the back. All I can think about is losing Sterling.

      I realize he means more to me than I thought.

      “Sterling,” I say, stopping in my tracks. Since our hands are still linked, he stops too.

      He turns to me, his green eyes sparkling. The otherness of his symmetrical and flawless face looks more obvious in the lower light of the hanging lights. I am grateful he chose me as the girl he likes to spend his time with, but I don’t feel inferior. He never makes me feel that way. Ever.

      “I’m sorry I haven’t asked you more questions about your home,” I say. “I should be more like the girls in those novels. I should ask more questions. I should have wanted to know more about you.”

      Sterling’s eyebrows twitch in confusion. He pulls his hand from mine to cup my face between both hands. Part of me hopes no one is watching this intimate moment, but the other part doesn’t care.

      “Where is this coming from?” His eyes dart back and forth between mine.

      “Your brother coming here,” I say, wishing he could read my thoughts. “Does that mean you’ll have to leave?”

      He drops his hands, and my stomach clenches before he even says the words that confirm my fears.

      “Possibly? I don’t know.”
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      I stare at him, waiting for him to say more, waiting for him to say probably not. Or I’ll come back. Anything that will make this sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach go away.

      Sterling takes my hand again and squeezes it. “But time works differently in Faerie. I could leave now, be gone for weeks or even months, then arrive right back here less than a second later.”

      “Really?” I can breathe again.

      He tilts his head. “I mean, it’s a more complicated than that, but Tien being here won’t take me away from you.” He kisses my forehead. “I promise.”

      I nod and then mirror the tilt of his head. “You’ve never talked about your family before. Do you have other siblings?”

      “No. It’s just me and Tien,” he says.

      “Parents?”

      “Our father died before I was born, so I never knew him. And our mother lives on a little isle called Thalia. She recently found a new mate and is expecting a child.”

      Despite my fears, I should have at least asked about his family. I feel guilty for being such a bad girlfriend. But before I can comment or ask another question, one of Sterling’s teammates hooks an arm around his shoulder, and three others close a circle around us.

      “Firell, come settle a bet for us.” The one with the arm around him says.

      I recognize all of them but don’t know their names.

      Sterling glances at me and pinches his earlobe a few times.

      “C’mon, your girlfriend can survive without you for a few minutes,” another guy says. He’s number eighty? I think?

      “We promise we’ll bring him back soon,” the first guy says to me. “Then you two can…” he trails off and charades like he’s kissing an imaginary girl.

      I make a face and shiver. “Go ahead,” I say to Sterling. “I’ll be fine. I’ll go find Holly and Cassie.”

      As if on cue, Holly calls my name from across the pool. I look in her direction, and she waves me over. She sits in a lounge chair. Cassie sits in the one next to her.

      “See?” I gesture in their direction. “Found them already.”

      Sterling smiles and allows himself to be pulled into the house.

      “Ugh… it’s so not fair!” Holly laments and then grins wide when I reach them.

      “Here, sit,” Cassie says, moving her legs and folding them under her so I can sit on the end of her chair.

      The blue wavy light of the pool casts an eerie glow on the faces of my friends and on the fence behind them.

      “What’s not fair?” I ask, though I suspect the answer. It’s not the first time Holly has complained about unfairness. I wonder if she knows my brother well.

      “Sterling. Firell.” Holly emphasizes and then pushes out her bottom lip and crosses her arms. “How did you snag him?”

      “I uh…” I turn toward the pool, watching the blue glow and the light of the ripples skitter along the cement on the bottom. It looks inviting and reminds me of summer nights, but the temperature is just shy of frigid now. I know one dip would be freezing. It’s deceiving that way. Beautiful and tempting but dangerous and biting. It would betray me the instant I gave in. “I dunno,” I say, turning back to my friends.

      “I’m so jealous, Aria,” Cassie says, flipping her short brown hair over one shoulder. “Sterling is the best-looking guy at school.”

      “Maybe not the best looking one,” Holly says, rolling her eyes. I can hear in her tone that she’s lying. “But definitely in the top five.”

      “I guess it makes sense though,” Cassie says. When I look at her, she’s scrutinizing my face with a scrunched nose and squinty eyes. “You’re probably the prettiest girl.”

      “Maybe not the prettiest,” Holly says but smiles to soften the blow. “I mean, no offense, you are pretty, Aria.” She looks at Cassie. “But not the prettiest.”

      “Whatever. I’d trade my hair for hers if I could,” Cassie says.

      “You two have a lot to be grateful for,” I say, sounding like an afternoon special. If they only knew how much I envied them. Their families, knowing their place in the world, their… memories. “I would trade my hair to know my parents.” It’s the truth, and although I know it would be the much better deal for me, it comes out sounding lame.

      “But you have parents now!” Cassie argues. Her voice comes out squeaky since I’ve brought up an unsavory topic. “You live with the Kings and they’re pretty great.”

      “They are great,” I agree. I like Blake and Lindsey, and I’m infinitely grateful they took me into their home, but they barely know me. They don’t have stories about when I was a baby or memories of teaching me to ride a bike or being up all night when I had the flu.

      Holly and Cassie don’t realize how great they have it, having stable homes their entire lives. I try not to show my envy.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket. For a second, I’m hopeful it’s Lindsey or Blake and I’ll have an excuse to leave. But it’s a scam likely call, so I hit the reject button and shift uncomfortably.

      “How did you two do on that history midterm?” I ask, reaching for another subject. “Mr. Harris really brought out the big guns, didn’t he?”

      Holly stares at me blankly for a few seconds. “I’m sorry. Talking about school is not allowed on Friday nights.” She laughs to smooth over her rudeness.

      “Okay, what do you want to talk about?” I ask. I can never figure out the rules of friendship.

      “Okay, I have to know,” Cassie leaps in her seat. “What’s it like kissing Sterling Firell?”

      I really don’t want to talk about this. Sharing what Sterling and I have feels like a betrayal to him, and it’s strange that they want to know these intimately private things. I open my mouth to speak, but I don’t know how to answer.

      I guess this is what friendship is like? I don’t know. I have nothing to compare it to.

      “It’s uh…”

      “She doesn’t want to talk about it, Cassie,” Holly says.

      Cassie sighs and then holds out her hands as if cupping someone’s face. She stares at the deep end of the pool. “I would melt if a guy held my face the way Sterling held yours just now. Was he gushing about his feelings for you?” She snaps her eyes to me and grips my hands. “I admit, it was disappointing he only kissed you on the forehead, but it was almost like watching a movie romance play out right in front of me.”

      Again, I don’t know what to say. I don’t want to say anything.

      My phone buzzes again. It’s another scam likely call, but I stand and hold it up without showing the screen. “I’d better answer this.”

      “The Kings?” Cassie asks, the slack-jawed, drooling look is wiped from her face.

      Shrugging, I walk away and reject the call, but hold the phone to my ear as I make my way around the pool to sell my performance.

      I’ve had enough party for tonight, but searching for Sterling will require more socializing in Matt’s massive house. So, I walk back around the house and out to the street. I just need a moment and then I’ll text Sterling to meet me by his truck.

      The streetlights illuminate the quiet street now that it’s full dark, but shadows hover behind the umbrellas of light. I hitch my hands onto my hips and lift my face toward the sky. Then I exhale slowly. It somehow feels warmer than it did by the pool, and I find it easier to breathe. I walk a few small steps before lowering my face and dropping my hands.

      But the guy standing only a few feet away makes me yelp in surprise. My hand jerks up to clutch my chest as my heart tries to escape my ribcage.

      I laugh. “You scared me,” I say to the stranger and then point in the direction of the party. “I’m just here—”

      “Your Majesty?”

      My eyes take in his tall stature, head to toe black clothing, and dark wavy hair that hovers just over his Sterling-green eyes.

      “You must be Sterling’s brother,” I say, realizing my heart has not slowed even a little. I try to remember if Sterling mentioned his brother’s name. I may have squashed my neraidaphobia around Sterling, but it rears up again, flooding my veins with acidic panic. I fold my arms and lift my lips into a half smile to hide my discomfort.

      Sterling’s brother frowns and stands straighter. “Queen Carys?”

      I shake my head. “N-no, my name is Aria.”

      Something flashes across his face so quickly that I can’t discern what it is. Maybe I’d recognize it if I knew him better.

      “I’m Sterling’s…” I nearly say girlfriend, but knowing I stand in front of another star fae whom I know nothing about, I doubt the term would mean anything to him. I had to explain the title to Sterling. It was comical and one of my favorite moments with him. “I’m not your queen,” I say and surprise myself by stepping closer.

      Sterling’s brother steps back, but it seems unconscious.

      “I’m… human.”

      I enjoy having the upper hand. I don’t know much about Sterling’s brother, but the way he holds himself, he seems important or at least self-important. I can tell he isn’t used to being caught off guard like this. It eases my fear and settles my pulse.

      The siblings are so different from one another. Sterling would just laugh it off and let me turn it into a game.

      Still, knowing who this brother is and knowing he has no idea who I am or that I know so much about where he comes from is exhilarating. I like the feeling because usually I’m the one left in the dark.

      But then he nods, and his lip curls.

      I don’t like this feeling. But it’s not fear.

      “Of course,” he says, almost flippantly. “You couldn’t possibly be my queen. But I suppose I can see how you’re connected with my brother.” He lifts a hand to his chin. “Very curious.”

      Something sharp twinges inside my chest. It only took a word from me, and he immediately pinpoints what I lack. Like he sees my humanness. Or weakness, or brokenness. I’m stuck on his words.

      You couldn’t possibly be my queen.

      Sterling realized I wasn’t her just as quickly. In fact, our first meeting was near identical, except Sterling saw some essence in me that the queen lacked. Like I have something special, or better than the High Queen of Faerie.

      You couldn’t possibly be my queen. Coming from Sterling’s lips, it felt like a wonderful thing.

      But from Sterling’s brother, it sounds like an insult.

      “My name is Tien,” he says, holding out a hand to shake.

      I don’t take it, but the name clicks. Sterling mentioned it tonight. “Yes, Sterling told me.”

      Tien drops his hand after a second, and even in the dark I can see his jaw clench. “Do you know where my brother is? Is he here with you?”

      “What do you want with him?”

      Tien’s eyes widen in anger. “Look, human—”

      “Aria,” I correct him, lifting my chin and folding my arms. “My name isn’t human, it’s Aria.”

      Tien’s nostrils flare. “I don’t know what Sterling told you about us, but he has neglected his duties. I can see that it’s been in the pursuit of frivolous and childish things, but I need to speak with him.”

      “Oh, ease up, Tien,” Sterling says, coming up from behind me. I can hear the smile in his tone. It calms my still-racing heart.

      When I turn, he’s fortunately alone and not flanked by half the football team.

      “Want to go home already?” he asks me, hooking an arm around my waist.

      “Yes, please.”

      “Sterling,” Tien warns.

      “Yes, Tien,” he says. “We’ll go talk, but this isn’t the place.” Sterling glances over his shoulder at the party as if he’s worried about being overheard but doesn’t release me from his grip. It feels almost protective the way he doesn’t let go of me. “Follow us. My truck is down the road.”
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      I glance at the clock on the microwave again. It’s past three in the afternoon and I still haven’t heard from Sterling since last night.

      The dishwasher hums rhythmically as I continue mopping the kitchen floor. The housework is almost done. I promised Lindsey I’d finish cleaning so she could meet a friend for lunch, but I’ve taken my time getting it done.

      Blake and Ian are out of the house for the day too. A college tour or something. Or maybe Blake went into work, I’m not exactly sure. After my night, I’m glad for the time alone.

      But the fact I haven’t heard from Sterling at all is driving me insane.

      Maybe he’s busy? It’s possible, sure. And normally I wouldn’t think anything of it, but part of me still assumes his entire world revolves around football… and me. But they don’t hold practice on Saturdays, so the fact that he hasn’t called or texted makes me wonder.

      Did he go back to Faerie?

      Was that why his brother came, just as I feared? To take him back?

      Sterling mentioned time worked differently in Faerie, but if he had to go, I’d hope he’d say goodbye first.

      I wipe my brow with the back of my hand and hear the pull of a shower calling. But right as I put the cleaning supplies away, someone knocks at the front door.

      Sterling.

      I’m all gross and sweaty from cleaning, but I don’t care. I rush to answer. I plaster a smile on my face before I swing open the door to see… not Sterling. My smile falls and my pulse quickens.

      “Tien?” I keep one hand on the door, ready to close it at the smallest red flag. The fae can be cruel and play tricks. Sterling has told me some of their favorite pranks for humans. Although I know he would do nothing to hurt me, I don’t know about his brother. “Where’s Sterling?”

      The afternoon is warm and the sun shines against Tien’s back, casting him as mostly a silhouette on the front porch.

      “I hoped we could talk.”

      He ignores my question.

      “You want to talk to me?” My tone sounds horrified rather than surprised. I cross my arms and lean against the doorframe. I don’t think he’s here to do anything nefarious, but I can’t be sure. “Why?”

      He looks so strange and inhuman standing on my porch, still wearing all black and looking like he stepped out of a medieval play. When he lifts his hands, palms up, and says, “please?” All I hear is, I come in peace.

      “Fine. Okay,” I say, stepping out and shutting the door behind me. I walk near the porch swing.

      When Blake and Lindsey moved in, the first thing they installed was the porch swing. As high school sweethearts, they spent a lot of their early dating days sitting on Lindsey’s swing just to talk. Lindsey said every important thing that happened in their relationship happened on her front porch. Their first kiss, their fights, breakups, hard conversations, deep conversations, declarations of love. It was ultimately where Blake proposed.

      So, they installed a porch swing of their own. It was romantic.

      I don’t sit on the swing. Instead, I lean against the porch rail with my hands gripping the white-painted wood on either side. Tien turns to face me with his back toward the house. In the better light, I realize his black t-shirt and dark jeans aren’t the Westley from Princess Bride clothing I’d first imagined. But when he clasps his hands behind his back, straightening his posture, and looks over my shoulder as if gazing out onto the horizon, he looks out of place again. Like a sentry guarding a princess in a castle. Who knows, maybe that’s his actual job.

      Although if it is his job, he’s obviously not very good at it since the queen is missing.

      Either I’ve gotten used to Sterling’s crazy good looks, or he really blends into my world much more than I give him credit for because Tien looks very much like he doesn’t belong here in the human world. Except maybe on a movie set or the cover of one of those paranormal romance books Sterling mentioned.

      “So, what’s up?” I ask, averting my eyes away from the strong lines of his jaw. “What did you want to talk about?” Where’s Sterling? I want to ask again but refrain. I don’t want to sound like a needy girlfriend.

      Tien lowers his gaze to me and seems to relax, albeit slightly.

      “You look exactly like her,” he whispers, his tone full of awe. And it’s as if he’s not even talking to me.

      “So I’ve heard,” I say. His laser-focus makes me extremely self-conscious, so I turn my gaze to the panes of the window behind him.

      “No, you don’t understand,” he snaps, stepping closer and gesturing at my face. “You look exactly like her.”

      I push away from the railing to stand straighter. “I. Know.” I’m getting annoyed, so I sidestep to move back toward the door. “I really need to jump in the shower, so if that’s everything you needed to say…” I hook a thumb in the house’s direction and run a hand over my limp ponytail.

      “Sterling and I spoke last night, but I wanted to ask you directly.”

      Ask me what? “Okaaay?”

      “With the queen missing and no leads to her whereabouts, we thought…” He trails off.

      I narrow my eyes and fold my arms, resting my weight on one foot. My palms sweat. I feel beads of perspiration form along my hairline that aren’t from housecleaning. “You thought what?”

      “Well, with Queen Carys’s disappearance, the throne has become vulnerable. We are doing all we can, but the whispers will soon turn to demands that another be placed in her stead. Someone who isn’t a star fae. We thought if you agreed to come to Faerie, to the Raven Court, you could pretend to be her. It would squash those who seek the crown, and it would buy us time while we continue to search for her.”

      I want to vomit at the mere thought but clench my teeth and swallow the acidic bile.

      “I realize this is unprecedented. We would have to strike a very careful balance to convince the courts you are the High Queen, but it would help us tremendously. You would be amply rewarded.” Tien keeps his posture stiff and holds eye-contact through his entire speech. When he says reward, his mouth twitches in a smile, as if he’s confident in my answer.

      It’s infuriating.

      Even if I weren’t so terrified by the very thought of going to Faerie, his confidence that I won’t refuse grates like that annoying yelling sound Jim Carrey makes in Dumb and Dumber. I don’t even care what the reward might be. I’m not going. But there’s something else that trumps all of it. Something I thought would never happen.

      “You had this conversation with Sterling?” I ask, taking quick, shallow breaths as I realize Sterling might break his promise.

      Tien nods. “He agrees it would be helpful to our cause if you came.”

      But he promised never to take me. I think Sterling inherently knew how much the very idea chilled me to depths of my core. So much that he promised to never even ask.

      His absence today almost proves that he wishes for it but is too cowardly to ask me himself. And it hurts because he promised. Maybe he’s not the amazing guy I thought he was. Maybe he is just a cruel faerie, like the myths and fairytales. Like the creatures he himself warned me of.

      I spot a glimpse of hero-hair coming up the walk, but I don’t sigh in relief when I see him.

      “I think you should go,” I say to Tien. “You too, Sterling,” I say louder. “You should both leave.”

      “What’s going on?” Sterling’s smile still plays on his lips, but the skin between his brows pinches in confusion. When he looks at his brother, his expression turns to fury. “What did you say to her?”

      “Just what we talked about. If this girl—”

      “Aria. Her name is, Aria,” Sterling interrupts, pushing past his brother to wrap his arms around me. I step away, still stinging with betrayal.

      Tien closes his eyes briefly. “If Aria comes with us to Faerie, we could teach her to be the queen. This is a good plan. You said it yourself, Sterling.”

      “Yes, I said that, but I promised never to take her there.”

      My heart warms.

      “This is the star fae we’re talking about. Faerie matters,” Tien argues. “Our people matter.”

      “And so does Aria and her wishes.”

      I finally step toward Sterling and push my hand into his. He grips it tightly.

      “You would take the side of a human and sacrifice our kin?” Tien looks genuinely shocked.

      “I understand that she could help Faerie and our court, but I won’t go against my promise to her. Besides, it’s no slight matter to impersonate a fae queen. If anything went wrong…” Sterling’s face darkens.

      Tien looks at me, directing his Sterling-green eyes with a penetrating stare, jolting my heart uncomfortably. “Is there anything I can say to make you change your mind?”

      “I’m not going.”

      Tien nods once and looks between Sterling and me and our joined hands. I’m sure I imagine it, but something flashes across his face. It’s gone before I can name it. Finally, he nods again and walks back down the porch steps.

      “We’ll talk later, Tien,” Sterling calls after him. I’m already halfway back inside, pulling my boyfriend in with me.

      After closing the door, I turn to look up at him. I feel grimy from cleaning and the incident on the porch. I’m sure I look awful too, but I can’t bring myself to step away from him.

      “Thank you,” I breathe.

      “He can’t force you,” Sterling says, lifting his free hand to brush a lock of my limp hair behind my ear. Then he draws a heat-trail along the edge of my jaw with his finger. “And I refuse to. I will always respect your choices.”

      Something occurs to me, and I wonder if he doesn’t want me to go to Faerie. If the reason he promised so quickly to never take me is because he never actually wanted me there and was relieved to learn I’d never ask. Could there be a girl he doesn’t want me to meet? A star fae like him? A girl he will have seven hundred years or longer with? I guess I could see the draw of being with a human girl for a few years, knowing he has someone else for the rest of his long life. I don’t like it, but I suppose it makes sense.

      Could his firm stand against his brother be more than just standing up for me?

      “What if I wanted to go?” I ask.

      Sterling drops his hand and tilts his head. “Do you want to?”

      “No,” I shake my head and resist the urge to make a face. “But would you also support my choice if I wanted to go?”

      “Of course. If you wanted to go, I’d support it.”

      Good. So… I guess that means no fae girl on the other side of the portal holds the title equivalent to a human girlfriend.

      I hide my smile.
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      Looping swirls of black ink decorate the edge of my notebook. I add to the design with my ballpoint as Mr. Pembroke, my biology teacher, drones on about mitochondria and vacuoles. The doodling helps me pay better attention. Not great attention as my mind still wanders but better.

      A flash of black attracts my attention. I recognize the creature immediately as it perches and settles on the branch outside the window next to me.

      My raven.

      Where have you been? I wonder at her. I don’t know for sure if she’s male or female, I’ve just always felt like she’s a girl. It’s been a few days since I’ve seen her. As always, I feel guilty that I didn’t notice her absence until she showed up again.

      She points one beady eye in my direction and tilts her head downward, as if bowing, before preening her feathers.

      My raven has followed me around for as long as I can remember, which isn’t long. She showed up before I went home with Lindsey and Blake, before I met Sterling, before everything except the accident.

      She shows up when I’m sitting on my front porch, perching high in the tree or hunting for bugs in the grass when she knows the neighbor’s dog isn’t out. She often finds a tree just outside my classroom windows too and not always the same classes. It’s like she knows how to find me. I’ve seen her flying overhead when I’m shopping downtown with Lindsey or Holly and Cassie. She likes to perch up high on light poles.

      One might argue that it couldn’t be the same raven. That it’s a coincidence and I just assume it’s the same one. But I know better and not just because ravens are intelligent birds. My raven also has strange, red-tipped wings. I’ve never seen the same markings on another raven, so I know it’s her.

      I’ve thought about naming her once or twice and not just calling her my raven, but nothing ever seems to fit her. Not even Annabelle Lee or Nevermore. It’s almost like she already has a name, I just don’t know what it is.

      Or can’t remember it.

      “Aria Whisk? Please inform the class if there is a meteor crashing to the earth so we can take cover,” Mr. Pembroke says.

      “Hmm?”

      I turn to the front with a frown. Before I can ask how meteors relate to biology, he says, “There she is.” I realize he must’ve called my name several times while I stared out the window.

      The class chuckles.

      My cheeks burn.

      “You’re needed in the office,” he says. “The class period is almost over, so you can take your things.”

      I nod once and reach down to grab my bag. I stuff my notebook and textbook inside with one motion while keeping my head down.

      When Mr. Pembroke regains the attention of the class again, I glance once more out the window before standing to walk out. My way of saying goodbye to her. But she’s already flown away.

      I walk the empty hallways on my way to the office, taking my time. I know it’s Miss Wen, the school psychologist, who wants to see me. I’m not in a hurry to rehash everything I’m sure she wants to talk about. So, I take a long drink at the fountain and then duck into the girl’s bathroom. As I’m washing my hands at the sink, a toilet flushes and a girl I recognize, but don’t know the name of, steps out and stands at the sink next to me.

      “You’re Aria Whisk, right?” she asks.

      “I am,” I say, turning off the faucet and getting a paper towel.

      “You have got to tell me your skincare regimen!” she gushes, quickly turning off her faucet—before using soap—and rushing to me. “Your skin is a-ma-zing! I mean, I’ve always thought you were pretty from afar, but Oh. My…” Her mouth hangs open before she can finish her sentence. She rips a couple of paper towels from the dispenser and quickly dries her hands. I notice the patches of acne across her forehead and cheeks.

      “I uh…” I don’t know what to say. I can’t promote some amazing product to her because I don’t use anything fancy or expensive. “Neutrogena?” I say, trying to remember what Lindsey last bought for me. “It’s in a yellow bottle.”

      “Thanks!” she says before pulling a container from her backpack. She begins touching up the makeup across her forehead to conceal the blemishes.

      I excuse myself and walk from the restroom and directly toward Miss Wen’s office. Her door is ajar, so I let myself in and see the thick file sitting in the center of her desk. I wish she didn’t pull it out every time she wanted to talk to me, but she’s old-school and likes to have all the information whenever we chat.

      I hate that file and prefer to forget it the way I sometimes forget my raven. The file mocks me with everything it remembers that I don’t. It lists my former foster homes: the good ones I stayed in for years and the not-so-good ones I stayed in for more years. It speaks of bullies and friends and good grades despite my circumstances but also various incidents.

      It has details from the car crash that took away my entire life. But it also paved the way for my new one to begin.

      I could never thank the Kings enough for taking me in. I hope I get to stay with them until I turn eighteen.

      “How is your schoolwork?” Miss Wen asks, her glasses hang on the bridge of her nose. She is a small Asian woman with perfectly pinned up white hair and crinkly skin. Rumor is that she’s over one hundred years old but is too stubborn to die… or retire. I doubt it’s true.

      “It’s fine,” I say, staring at the jar of peppermints that sit on her desk.

      “And how are your memories? Have any of them sharpened?” She looks at me over her thick lenses.

      I open my mouth to lie, but I can’t even evade the question. How I got her to think some of my memories returned was not a minor miracle, but I can’t tell her that none of them have come back. Not even a fuzzy small one.

      I reach for a peppermint and quickly rip it open to stick the candy in my mouth. I shake my head.

      Miss Wen nods and jots something down on the yellow notepad that hides behind my file.

      “And how are you getting on with your new foster family?” She lifts her glasses higher to read some note she’s made for herself on a pink Post-It. “The Kings?”

      “They’re great,” I say. “They’re probably the best thing in my life.” Well, them and my boyfriend, but I don’t intend to bring him up. Miss Wen has such a way of getting the truth out of me, I worry if she asked me point blank about Sterling, I’d reveal everything. The truth, the whole truth and… etc. etc.

      And I would be sent straight to the psych ward.

      At least Sterling would probably be okay since they’d just assume it resulted from my former head injury.

      “It was good of the Kings to take you into their home, being as old as you are.”

      I shift in my seat to ease the brief pang in my chest. I stare at the thick manila file that sits all tempting, like Pandora’s Box. Except I’d rather burn the thing than peek inside. If Miss Wen weren’t sitting here, I would toss it out the window and not look to see if my biological parents’ information is listed. I don’t want to know if they were even married or if it’s my mother’s name alone I bear. I don’t want to know if they abandoned me or died. I’m not sure which would be worse.

      I look away from the offending stack of papers as Miss Wen gives me some version of a pep talk I’ve heard a dozen times from her. She means well. I know that. But in all her thousand years at this school, I doubt she’s ever counseled a girl so broken and with such extensive memory loss as me.

      I only allow the questions to fester for a fraction of a second before my stomach twists. Who am I? Why haven’t my memories returned? Will I ever belong?

      My session isn’t long, so I’m able to get a ride home with Ian, but I barely pay attention to our surroundings as my thoughts swirl in a downward pattern.

      When we pull into the driveway, my raven flutters to her favorite perch in the large maple tree out front. I glance up at her with a questioning look as I make my way up the walk to the front door.

      What’s wrong with me? I silently ask her.

      She doesn’t even kraa in a pretend answer. She gives me one pointed look before jerking her head upward at some sound or distraction I can’t hear or see and then she flies away.
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      I try to yank myself out of the funk my chat with Miss Wen pulled me into. I stand over a pan of sizzling hamburger meat. She always brings the existential crap in my thoughts straight to the surface.

      “Is something bothering you, Aria?” Lindsey asks.

      I look over my shoulder at her and shrug. I didn’t hear her come into the kitchen, but the way she leans against the counter tells me she’s watched me for at least a few seconds before speaking.

      “I met with Miss Wen today,” I say to the pan.

      Lindsey curses under her breath behind me and says something about that cranky woman. “What did she ask about this time?”

      I shrug again. “The usual. School. You guys.” If my memories have come back, I think but don’t say out loud. I tilt the pan up to drain the grease, scooping it into a sliced soda can with a spoon.

      Lindsey comes around me with the taco seasoning mix and the water. She pours both in when I set the pan back on the burner.

      “Thanks,” I say to her. Then I mix everything together before moving to continue slicing tomatoes while the pan simmers.

      Lindsey pulls taco shells from the cupboard and then shreds pieces from the head of lettuce.

      We work in comfortable silence for several moments when Lindsey clears her throat.

      I look up but say nothing. My eyes on her cause a smile to split across her face. She turns to me with a hand on her hip.

      “What?” I ask, then look back to continue dicing.

      Lindsey puts a hand over mine, prompting me to stop.

      “Okay, it’s not official yet and Blake really didn’t want me to say anything until it was, but I just can’t wait to tell you. I think it might hopefully cheer you up.”

      I set down the knife and lean my hip against the counter.

      She grins wider, showing all her teeth, and raises her eyebrows. “We’re adopting you!” She squeals and reaches forward to squeeze my hand.

      My eyebrows raise in surprise while my mouth forms an O shape. “Really?” I say. “But I’m seventeen. One more year and I’d be out of the system anyway.”

      “But you need a family, Aria, and we want to be your family. Forever.” Her face relaxes, but the smile doesn’t fade completely. “Sure, you’ll probably go to college in a couple of years, and you might not even want to live with us and commute like Ian plans to, but we’ll still be your family.”

      I turn to lean back against the counter with my arms folded and my eyes trained on the floor.

      “But if you want to live here and commute, you can do that too. Just know that this will always be your home,” she adds.

      I’m stunned. I never thought I’d ever…

      “That is… if you want us to adopt you?” Lindsey asks.

      I jerk my head up at her, my eyes welling with tears. “Of course I want you to adopt me!” I can’t believe my unbelievable good fortune. I turn to hug her and realize it’s probably the first time I’ve ever hugged my foster, soon-to-be-adoptive, mom.

      “Okay, good,” she says into my hair. I can tell she’s crying too. “Thanksgiving, Christmas, all of it, we are here for you. We are your family.”

      Lindsey’s arms stiffen briefly.

      “What is it?” I ask, pulling back.

      “I just realized that I could be a grandparent by the time I’m thirty.” She makes a face that makes me laugh.

      “Then it’ll be Ian’s baby, not mine,” I say. “I’ll wait until you’re at least thirty-five before doing that to you.”

      She waves a dismissive hand. “Eh… I don’t think Ian will beat you to marriage and kids,” she says and then turns back to the lettuce.

      Just like that, I suddenly feel the opposite as I did when I left Miss Wen’s office this afternoon. I’m flying. It feels as if a tremendous burden has been lifted as I realize I won’t be kicked out the moment I turn eighteen. That if I want to go to college locally or maybe even work for a year instead, I will still have a home.

      I’ll have an actual mom and dad. Ian will be my official brother.

      I finally belong.

      Lindsey breaks the news over dinner. Although Blake disapproves of her telling me early, he seems confident that the adoption process will go off without a hitch. Ian seems pleased too and makes jokes about how much more he can torture me once we’re officially siblings.

      Hearing it only makes me happier, and I practically skip up to my room to finish my homework before bed. But I’m only halfway through my math homework when my phone buzzes on my dresser. I stand to check it and see it’s a text from Sterling. I have several unread messages from him. I left my phone upstairs all afternoon, so the most recent ones are panicky from my silence.

      I click his picture to call him. It’ll be faster than texting back.

      “Aria?” he sounds out of breath.

      “Sorry, Sterling,” I say, moving to my bed and sitting with my legs crossed on the quilt. “I left my phone in my room after school.”

      “Are you okay? I didn’t see you after school, but Cassie said you looked like someone died when she saw Ian drive you home.”

      “I’m okay,” I say, drawing a finger along the stitch line of the blanket. “Miss Wen has a tendency to bring me down, but Lindsey and Blake cheered me up with the best news!”

      He lets out an audible breath. “Glad to hear it. What’s the news?”

      So, I tell him. “It’s not a for sure thing, but they seem hopeful it will happen with no problems.”

      “Aria, I am so happy for you. That’s great news!”

      We talk about football and school for a few minutes, but I have to ask:

      “Is Tien still in town?” I don’t know how else to say it. Has he crossed back through the portal yet? Or is he still in the human world?

      “I’m not sure,” Sterling says. “He stayed with me last night, but I haven’t seen him since I got back from football practice.”

      My heart swells. If Tien left, maybe he never intended to take Sterling back. Maybe he was just checking on him. Maybe I will get to keep Sterling a while longer.

      “Is his stuff gone too?” I can’t help but sound hopeful.

      “Tien brought nothing when he came,” Sterling says. “But that doesn’t mean anything. I bought human clothes when I came.”

      I suck in a shallow breath and pray that’s not what Tien has been doing all day. Shopping for an extended stay. “Do you think he went back?” I ask, holding the rest of the air in my lungs while I wait for the answer.

      “He knows I intend to stay here a while,” he says, and I exhale. I hear the suggestion in his tone, and I’m glad he can’t see the flush in my cheeks. “If he hasn’t already left, I’m sure he will soon.”

      “Will he say goodbye at least?” If he did, then we’d know for sure he was gone. Meaning, he swallowed my rejection of his request and doesn’t plan to drag Sterling with him either.

      “He’s not thrilled with my… decision to stay,” Sterling says. “I doubt he’ll say goodbye.”

      I can’t tell if this bothers him, not getting a goodbye, so I don’t comment either way. A few seconds after we hang up, my phone pings, and my smile widens.

      
        
        Sterling: Found a g-bye note T left. He went back.

        

      

      I text back with a smiley face and change into my pajamas before plopping backward onto my pillows. I can’t believe the turn my life has taken. I couldn’t be happier.

      I stare at my angled ceiling as I daydream about the new shape of my future. I have a family. If I can’t find a good job after high school to pay rent, I have a home to fall back on. I won’t have to scrounge on the streets. And when I go, I have a family to come home to. There will be no lonely holidays in my future.

      I finally belong.

      And I have the best boyfriend on the entire planet. While it’s nice to have security once I leave high school, Sterling and I still have nearly two years of high school left. I don’t see him leaving before then, and I’m almost certain I can convince him to stay longer once we get to that point.

      My life couldn’t be any better. Part of me hopes Miss Wen will have reason to pull me from class tomorrow because for the first time, I don’t dread the questions or the aftermath of them.

      A tap, tap, tapping sounds at my window, drawing my attention. I look over. Even in the darkness I can see my raven on her perch in the tree out back. She’s not tapping on the window, the tree is too far away. I stand up anyway to open it wide and allow the twilight breeze to flutter through my room. Then pulling over my desk chair to the window, I rest my elbows on the windowsill, continuing my reverie. Watching her as she watches me.

      I fall asleep like that, with my head in my arms on the windowsill. I’m vaguely aware when Ian or Blake lifts me from the chair and carries me the long trek out the window, across the yard, through something shimmery and into my bed. Then they cover me with a blanket of soft moss and leave my window open to allow the night air to lift the stray pieces of my hair away from my face.

      I fall deeper into sleep.
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      I shiver as I awake, realizing whoever carried me to bed last night left my window open. It feels like a chilly October morning.

      A chilly October morning if I’d spent the entire night outside.

      Brrr. I shiver again.

      I pull the soft, damp blanket tighter around my shoulders, trying to trap a bit more heat under the covers so I can brace myself to face my cold bedroom and sprint across the hall to a hot shower.

      Wait. Why is my blanket damp?

      My eyes fly open. I’m assaulted first by blindness from the sunrise and then by everything unfamiliar.

      Pushing the mossy blanket away from me, I sit up and immediately rub my bare arms against the cool air. My eyesight clears, but I blink several times as I stare at the trees filled with popcorn all around me. A meadow with yellow flowers is only a stone’s throw away.

      Where am I? I panic. Did I sleepwalk? And if so, whose backyard or which park did I stumble into? I’ve never sleepwalked before, at least not that I remember.

      But the trees are all wrong. They should be filled with red and yellow and orange. Some branches should be bare or nearly bare. I should be lying in a pile of already fallen leaves or at least see some dotted around the grass that were missed by the homeowner when they did their fall cleanup.

      I should see pumpkins sitting on porches and Halloween decorations.

      Slowly, I turn my head around. I see no houses let alone porches attached. Just popcorn trees, fields of flowers and a still lake not far in the distance.

      What a strange dream.

      Looking up into the popcorn-filled trees again, I realize they’re filled with blossoms, not a movie snack.

      Yes, that makes more sense, I think to myself, shaking my head. Then I frown. But it doesn’t make sense. It looks like spring here. The temperature feels right but I’m not surrounded by the decay of autumn, rather the re-growth of spring.

      I must be dreaming. I shut my eyes tightly, hitching my legs close to my chest and rocking back and forth. That’s the only explanation. Any second I’ll wake up and it’ll be just like I thought. The window will be open, which is why I’m cold. But it will be October outside, and I’ll get ready for school and…

      When I sneak a peek with one eye open, the scene is the same with one addition:

      A man wearing all black stands in front of me.

      And suddenly I know exactly where I am.

      I’m not dreaming.

      “You’re awake,” he says. He holds a brown bag in his hands. It looks like a lunch sack. Maybe he’s brought food? He doesn’t approach me, which is good because I’d probably claw his eyes out. It sounds better than screaming or vomiting.

      Fuzzy bits of memory cross the edge of my mind. The long trek to my bed. Out the window.

      “You kidnapped me,” I say, not moving from my spot and hugging my arms tighter around my knees.

      Across the yard and through something shimmery. A portal.

      My blanket was moss. I’m going to be sick. Deep breaths. In and out.

      I’m in Faerie.

      My nausea builds.

      “I had to,” he says, even-toned. “If you had any idea—”

      “I don’t want to hear it, Tien,” I say, but the words only just come out before I hop up on my hands and knees and scramble to the side of a tree trunk and lose everything that was left in my stomach. Ugh. The nausea is gone, but I feel clammy and pale and my throat burns as I stand stiffly. “Take me back.” I cross my arms but know my stance looks anything but commanding to Tien, especially since he just watched me get sick all over that tree. Plus, I feel ridiculous in my unicorns-and-rainbows flannel pants and thin Batman tee.

      He stands taller. “No.”

      “This is… this is illegal!” I shout, lifting my hands to grip my nest of hair and step toward him. The last time I stepped toward him, he stepped backward. This time he doesn’t. “I’ll tell the cops! You’ll be arrested! You’ll go to jail!” Even as I spout threats, I realize nothing I say means anything to him.

      “We are not subject to your human rules,” he says. His expression doesn’t change, and I know he’s right.

      “How did you even get me here?” I ask, dropping my hands and spinning slowly in a circle. It seems the paralyzing terror fled with the contents of my stomach, leaving me with a rational amount of fear. We’re alone, wherever we are. Which is unfortunate because I can’t ask anyone or any creatures for help. It’s also comforting because, from everything Sterling told me, Faerie is dangerous. I’m not keen on running into a goblin or leprechaun. “And why didn’t I wake up?”

      “Your window was open—”

      “So, you crawled up like a creeper and snatched me away?” I step forward again and shout with a finger aimed at his chest. “What then? Did you drug me with some faery fruit to keep me asleep?”

      Tien stands still, but I notice his breath hitches while his expression remains stoic.

      “Did you?” I demand again. I want to poke him with my outstretched finger but can’t bring myself to touch him. Up close, I see that Tien’s eyes are the color of limes. So strange. So inhuman. So beaut—nope, stop that line of thinking… They’re like Sterling’s but different somehow. I look away when our eyes meet, and my breath catches being so close to his face.

      “Did. You?” I ask again through my teeth.

      Tien frowns. “It didn’t work as it should have,” he admits. “For a human, you’re more impervious to the drugging effects of—” he stops himself before naming whatever it is he used. “I’ll just say that you were more awake than I would have liked.”

      Some conflicting emotion crosses his expression. I step back, feeling my anger deflate. I think I expected him to deny it but can see he almost regrets it. Good. I’ll play on that guilt until he takes me back. “You can’t just kidnap human girls,” I say. “No matter how much they look like your queen.” I fold my arms and lift my chin. “I won’t help you. I won’t pretend to be her.”

      I turn on my heel and walk away from him, walking with purpose while searching for something shimmery that might be the portal to take me home. Tien says I was more awake than he liked? Hopefully that means I’ll recognize it the instant I see it.

      “You won’t find it,” he calls.

      I don’t respond or turn, but it sounds like he isn’t following me either. I keep walking.

      “I took you far enough from the portal you won’t be able to find it. Besides, you must be fae in order for it to work for you.”

      I stop. His heavy steps catch up in a few strides.

      “And you’re not.”

      Turning, I pray my crashing hope doesn’t show on my face.

      “I admit it wasn’t exactly ethical to take you, but we’re desperate,” he mutters less than a pace in front of me.

      We’re? “Is Sterling here too?” I search for any signs of my hero-hair boyfriend, ready to scream at him as soon as I see his too-perfect face.

      “No,” Tien says. “Sterling was on your side, remember?” One corner of Tien’s lips lifts into a partial-sneer, but I can see that he feels betrayed by his brother.

      Good.

      “But he doesn’t know I’ve taken you, for obvious reasons.”

      “He’ll come for me,” I say, but have no idea how likely that is. Sterling said it was complicated, but I’m pretty sure he said time can stretch in Faerie. By the time Sterling even realizes I’m missing, I could be here a year. Or three. I should’ve paid better attention!

      But I was always too scared to hear any of it. I always stopped him.

      “He might,” Tien agrees. “But there are several portals to Faerie. Unless he guesses right, he won’t easily find us.”

      Feeling my knees buckle—maybe from the lingering effects of whatever Tien drugged me with or from my new realization—I crumple to the damp-with-morning-dew earth. I bury my face in my hands. The heavy weight of my situation presses down on my shoulders, and I want to sink further into the ground. It’s different from the fear, but nearly as paralyzing.

      Everything was going so well, and now it’s ruined. I almost had a forever family, but Lindsey and Blake probably think I’m some troubled runaway now. They might change their minds about adopting me, even if I somehow make it back.

      They might think I’m not worth the trouble.

      “Take me back,” I say to my hands as tears wet my palms. “I can’t be here. You have to take me home.” I can’t lose everything.
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        * * *

      

      Tien lets me cry. He even leaves me alone awhile, but not long enough to feel abandoned. He soon returns.

      I wipe my snot-nose with the back of my hand and sniff several times. My eyes burn and feel swollen from crying, but I think the tears are gone. I wish the tears had worked on his guilt, but I can see by Tien’s expression as he sits on a rock not far away, even wailing tears won’t change his mind.

      He’s not taking me back.

      My thoughts shift to anger. I don’t know what his deal is with wearing all black. Or maybe he just doesn’t have any other clothes with him. He wears the black shirt and dark jeans the same as last time I saw him when he confronted me on the porch. In his hand, he still grips the paper bag.

      “They’re donuts,” he says, holding it up. “Would you like one? I imagine you’re hungry.”

      The thought of the sugary fried pastry makes my mouth salivate, but knowing Tien already drugged me once, I don’t trust any food he offers. Even something familiar like a donut. “No, thanks.”

      He stands again. “Then we should start walking.”

      “Yeah, that’s not happening.” I frown. Like I’m going anywhere with my kidnapper.

      “First, we need to get some clothes that don’t advertise you’re human,” he says as if I asked him where and not hell no.

      “I like the human-look, thank you,” I say.

      “I’m sure the underjordiske will leave you alone, but I think you’ll change your tune when the trows come out of their caves with their fiddles to lure you down to their never-ending revels.” He steps forward, offering a hand to help me up.

      I swat it away and scowl and then stagger to my feet, brushing the dirt from the back of my flannel pajama pants. I know he’s right and I hate it. Sterling told me there are many dangers in Faerie. Especially for humans.

      Silently and begrudgingly, I follow Tien. We walk with the distant lake on our left, and Tien uses its shoreline as a guide. We never walk closer or further away. Its distance is constant.

      I jump and gasp at the first sign of movement through the blossoming trees.

      “The spring fae are stirring,” Tien explains. “Stay close to me. They won’t bother us.”

      As unappealing as the suggestion is, I can’t help but pick up my pace until I am only half a pace to Tien’s right. The forest reminds me of Matt Green’s pool the night of the party. Inviting, enticing, but deceiving and possibly deadly. I have to remind myself that every time I marvel at the enchanting sunlight filtering through the trees with pillars of glorious morning light.

      More and more creatures emerge. They flitter around the trees, rounding small mounds of earth. Most pay us no mind but several turn to watch us pass. A few very-normal looking goats graze in patches of grass not far off. Several eat the blossoms of flowers.

      I notice one creature peeks behind a tree. Its feet are turned backward. I wonder how it stays upright, or what it’s even called, but I don’t ask.

      Then, a fluttering to my right catches my attention. I jerk back while waving a hand, thinking it’s some large bug. I quickly see that it’s everything every story book and fairy tale and Peter Pan rendition says a fairy should look like.

      She’s a tiny person with iridescent purple wings hovering close to my nose. I stop to stare at her, noting that her black hair trails many times the length of her body toward the ground in thin tresses. She is wrapped with a sort of white thread that covers all the essential parts like clothing would, but I can’t imagine the time it must have taken to wrap everything.

      Warm fingers find mine and pull me violently away from her.

      I slip my hand from Tien’s as quickly as he grabs it.

      “Careful,” he says. “She’s small, but she can still hurt you.”

      The purple-winged fairy doesn’t seem perturbed by Tien’s reaction as her eyes remain fixated on my face.

      “She looks harmless,” I say, staring right back at the fascinatingly beautiful creature.

      “Looks can be deceiving. Do you see what she’s wearing?” He points. “Spider-silk.”

      “Like from spiders?”

      Tien nods. “It means she’s friendly with them.”

      “Okay, but spiders get a terrible rap. I get that some are poisonous, but—”

      “Spiders in Faerie are the spies of vampires,” he says.

      “Vampires, huh?” There’s no point being shocked the bloodsuckers exist. After all, I’m in freaking Faerie. But I am a little surprised. And more so that Sterling never mentioned them. Not even when he talked about all those paranormal romance novels he read.

      Still, at least vampire is a name I’ve actually heard of. Not like the throws, or trows or whatever Tien warned me about with the fiddles and never-ending revels.

      “Vampires are dark elves,” Tien explains. “Most live in the Winter Court, but they control spiders all over Faerie.”

      Even as I listen to Tien, I feel the eyes of the tiny faerie on me. She never looks away, so I turn back to her.

      “She’s a pixie,” Tien explains. “A smaller one, meaning less intelligent, but still a pixie.”

      I feel his hand reach for mine again. Although I want to snatch it away, I feel the tension in his fingers. It distracts me from the pixie long enough that I look at him and see thinly veiled panic lying just beneath the surface.
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      “What’s wrong?” I ask, lifting my free hand at the pixie.

      When Tien doesn’t answer, I’m the first one to continue walking, leaving the purple-winged, long black-haired pixie to stare after us. I covertly pull my hand from his after a few steps.

      “I think she was harmless,” I say after a few moments. “She just stared at me.”

      “Probably because you look like the queen,” he says, clasping his hands tightly behind his back. I don’t have to look to see they’re white-knuckled. In my peripheral, he shakes his head. “Although that makes little sense,” he mutters to himself and closes his eyes briefly.

      My stomach grumbles.

      Tien’s head snaps to me. “You need to eat,” he says. Then he looks around as if a cheeseburger will suddenly appear.

      The bleating of goats echoes through the trees, making Tien’s eyes widen with a thought. “Cheese,” he says.

      “Cheese?”

      “The erdluitles make exceptional chamois goat’s milk cheese.”

      “I’m not eating anything you give me,” I say. “Or anything any other fae gives me.”

      “Quit being so stubborn, human,” he says, pinching his eyebrows in fury. “Eat. Goat cheese is not faerie wine. It’s nothing special. The erdluitle even sell it to humans.”

      “My name is Aria!” I shout. I stumble after him swiftly through the trees and stub my bare toes on sticks and rocks. My feet are unharmed since I’ve been walking barefoot all morning, but they will be banged up and bruised and sliced now.

      We quickly find the erdluitles. They don’t have wings like the pixies. Tien says they’re a type of elf, but they merely look like small, bearded men with ruddy cheeks. The erdluitles shuffle their feet and eye me as Tien buys some of their chamois cheese. Their constant movement is distracting, but when one holds still for longer than a split second, I see that he has webbed feet. I wonder if they’re self-conscious about them.

      As soon as Tien has the cheese in hand, the erdluitles scuttle off quickly.

      “Eat,” Tien demands, handing me the cheese. He points that I sit on a fallen tree.

      I stare at the cheese for several seconds, scrutinizing it for any enchantments or poison that might lie inside, as if I could see it with my human eyes.

      “Unless you can’t stomach it, that is.”

      “My stomach is fine,” I snap but take only a tiny bite.

      Then a bigger bite.

      And another.

      It’s the most delicious cheese I’ve ever tasted. It’s all I can do to keep myself from moaning at the way it melts and crumbles in my mouth all at once. The flavor is mild but very satisfying.

      Of course, my heart jump starts in panic again when I’ve consumed more than half of it.

      “Wait. Sterling said Faerie food is irresistible to humans,” I say. “That once we taste it, no other human food will ever taste the same!” I hold out the cheese with two fingers as if suddenly disgusted by it, but I can’t bring myself to drop it. My taste buds and my stomach demand more.

      Tien huffs. He crosses his arms and rolls his eyes in one motion. “It’s cheese. Not Faerie food.”

      I’m not convinced.

      “Yes, there are some things that might make some weak-minded and weak-willed humans dislike human food after eating, but even we stay away from those.”

      My eyes trail up to his.

      “Has my brother mentioned that he and I are part human?”

      “Yes. He says star fae are part human and part fae.”

      “Yes. So, some things affect us too because we’re part human.”

      I hold the cheese normally again, but eye it suspiciously.

      “It’s just cheese, Aria,” he says. Then he takes it from me and breaks a small piece off and puts it in his mouth before handing it back. He shoots a pointed look in my direction as he chews. Then he walks away but not far. Like he wants to get away but feels a responsibility, so he can’t completely abandon me.

      I welcome the space and breathe better in his absence. I enjoy my surroundings and the cheese more too.

      A breeze picks up and rustles through the blossoms, knocking tiny branches together. A floral scent wafts toward me. It’s intoxicating. Not to the point of inebriation but ecstasy.

      The environment mixed with the cheese feels like I’ve found a small slice of heaven. There’s a familiarity about it, like I know the place or have been somewhere similar.

      Wait. I drop the cheese on the log and shove it away. I can’t like this place. I can’t enjoy any part of Faerie. I can’t be in awe of it. I need to get home!

      Whatever happened to my neraidaphobia?

      Clearly it was protection. Did it vanish when I got sick? Is it seeping into the roots of that tree now?

      What if Lindsey and Blake are beside themselves with worry! I lament. I have no sense of time here. Sterling mentioned it didn’t work the same, but I don’t know what that means. I stand and grip my hair, which is still a nest of tangles, and run my hand down the length of it to pull the elastic from the end. Maybe Ian’s worried too, I think as I comb through the length of my blonde hair with my fingers. I smooth it and absently part it in pieces to arrange my usual twist along my right shoulder.

      Has school started for the day? Have they been notified? What classes have I missed? What assignments are now late?

      It’s probably too soon to call the police, but I can imagine Miss Wen scribbling on a legal pad with an entry about my sudden disappearance for my too-thick file.

      Have Holly and Cassie noticed my absence? Or are they planning a comfort-Sterling campaign for their own gain? I can only imagine how that will go, and the thought makes me smile.

      Has Sterling figured out what happened? I hope so. I hope he knows me well enough to know I wouldn’t run away. I hope he’ll connect the dots with Tien’s proposal on the porch that day, at my utter refusal to come to Faerie to pretend to be their missing queen. Hopefully he knows his brother well enough to figure out that Tien has taken me against my will.

      Faerie is more dangerous than Sterling warned, and with my neraidaphobia apparently vanished, I realize I’ve lost its protection.

      I’ve been awake for more than an hour—I think —and I’m already romanced by the beauty and the creatures and the cheese. I can’t like it. I can’t want to stay. Everything about it draws me in like a lure in a trap.

      “Tien?” I call. He looks up and then strides over to me. I’m cursing myself for never asking Sterling the most important question about Faerie. I hope Tien will be helpful and truthful. “I know about enchantments and glamours and bargains,” I say. “So how can I protect myself?”
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      “Try not to get eaten while I’m gone to get you some proper attire,” Tien says, his face scrunched. “Put your nightclothes on inside out and try not to draw attention to yourself.”

      I roll my eyes, but the second he’s out of sight, I make the switch. I’d think he was mocking me, but I’ve heard the same advice somewhere. In a book, maybe? I guess it can’t hurt, but I feel ridiculous. Picking at the tag now on the outside of my shirt, I lean hard against the nearest tree with my shoulder, scraping my skin against the bark.

      These trees are filled to the brim with pink blossoms. It’s a delightful change after walking through so many white-blossomed trees. The pink blossoms contrast lovely against the dark brown bark. With the ethereal sunshine filtering through the canopy and the vivid green grass underneath, I feel like I’ve stepped inside one of those stock wallpaper photos that dental receptionists like to have on their computer screens.

      It’s beautiful. I swear I hear actual bells ringing in agreement because it’s almost otherworldly beautiful.

      Actually… that’s exactly what it is. Otherworldly beautiful.

      I sit cross-legged on the ground and pick at the blades of grass beneath me in frustration until my backside hurts and my feet tingle with the loss of circulation. I toss the grass and wipe my fingers on my flannel pants that are now a muddled mess of color since the unicorn-and-rainbow print are on the inside. Then, I stand and lean against the tree again.

      He’s taking too long. Especially for something so utterly pointless since I refuse to help him.

      For all Tien knows, I’ll walk right into the Raven Court and shout my humanness across the rooftops until someone listens and takes me home. It would ruin his plans of making me pretend to be her if I told everyone I saw that I wasn’t. Maybe that’s the real reason he refused to take me with him. He’s worried about what I’ll say and thinks he can still convince me to obey him when it matters.

      “I can’t just waltz you into Rosewind looking that way with her face,” is what he actually said.

      That stung more than a little. Thinking about it now, I wince. It still stings, but I brush it off. Why should I care what Tien thinks or says?

      We are close enough to Rosestorm, or Wind, or whatever he called the town, that he figured he could be quick enough. I hope the trows don’t have time to come out with their fiddles. It’s terrifying to be alone, but I didn’t argue.

      Part of me hopes I’ll see someone who could lead me to the portal before Tien gets back.

      But so far… nothing.

      I hear bells again and then a shuffling, like rustling leaves, but can’t determine the source.

      “Human?” A raspy voice says.

      It sounds like it’s coming from every direction. The fine hairs on my arm stand on end. I have to rub them away, but I stand and slowly turn in a circle. I don’t see anyone.

      The bells jangle.

      I hear the voice again. This time it’s coming from my left but doesn’t sound sinister. I walk toward it until I come to a hollowed-out tree with a beady-eyed creature housed inside.

      I assume it’s a he because he also has a beard, like the cheese-men. But this creature’s beard is green and stringy and different shades of yellow and green, as if made of long grass. His thin body is covered in garments of leaves. He holds a tiny bell between two fingers.

      Flicking his wrist, the creature rings the bell again.

      I touch my clothing as if checking for pockets. “I wish I had something to offer you to eat,” I say and curse myself for not bringing the rest of the cheese with me to give him. It still sits on that log in the white-blossom part of the forest.

      “Nonsense,” he says. “You can merely give me a slice of your heel. That will suffice. Then I shall do whatever you ask.” He steps down from his hole in the tree.

      “That’s silly. You can’t eat part of my foot.” I shake my head. What a ridiculous request.

      “Very well,” he says. “I wish to help you anyway.” Grass-Beard man beckons me to follow him through the forest.

      “Really?” A bubbling hope wells within my throat. I can barely speak as I stumble after him. “Could you show me the way to the portal back to the human world?”

      “It would be my pleasure,” he says and rings his bell again.

      It’s easy to follow the man as we weave through the pink and brown of the trees. After several paces, I glimpse something shimmery in my peripheral and jerk my head toward it. “Is that the portal?” I ask but realize I’m mistaken the second I turn.

      “No, but we are close. Since I am doing you such a service, could I have a taste of your little finger? Just the tip?” Grass-Beard asks.

      I laugh and shake my head again. “No, you cannot! What if I need it?”

      We keep walking until I see another flash of light to my right. When I turn, it also vanishes. Grass-Beard sees the action and chuckles, shaking his entire frame. “Silly human. Thinking everything is the portal. Since I am so obliged to put up with your nonsense, might I have just a bit of your shoulder?”

      I feel guilty denying him when I refuse his request again, but he isn’t offended. He rings his bell, and we keep walking.

      A few moments later, the shimmery circle ahead takes a more vivid form. I’m certain we have finally arrived at the portal.

      “Is that the portal?” I ask, knowing this time I’m finally right.

      “It is. But I’m ever so hungry after all that walking. Is there anything you might spare for me to eat?”

      “Yes, I suppose just a small slice.” After all, it’s the least I can do after he led me to the portal.

      Thinking I’ll get this over with quickly, then I can finally go home, I take the obsidian blade from the leaf-covered man’s palm and press the sharp edge just below my elbow, poised to cut into my flesh.
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      The obsidian blade leaps from my hand, crashing against a nearby tree. In one fell swoop, a much longer, golden blade screams through the air and removes the head of Grass-Beard from his body.

      I wince and look away so I don’t have to see the gore.

      “Why did you—” I shout at Tien who just murdered the poor creature, but the words cut off before I can formulate the rest of the sentence. The cheese in my stomach nearly leaves, and I clutch my forearm. “He wanted to eat my arm!” I say, horrified. “I almost cut a chunk of my flesh and gave it to him!”

      Tien grips my shoulders as wracking sobs violently shake my entire body. I don’t want him touching me, but I can’t pull free of him.

      “I-I thought wearing my clothes inside out w-would help!” I stutter through sobs.

      He leans down so we’re eye-level. “Are you hurt?” Pulling back, he looks me up and down, looking for bloodstains I imagine.

      I shake my head and finally pull from his grip.

      “I’m sure the turned clothing helped some, but he must have used words of great persuasion along with his damned bell,” Tien says, satisfied that I’m not bleeding anywhere. “Bilokoes are vicious little flesh-eaters. What did he promise?”

      I glance over Tien’s shoulder in the direction of the portal. Of course, there’s nothing there but spring trees. Nothing shimmery. No portals. “To take me home through the portal,” I say. “I swear I saw it!”

      “It’s all part of the enchantment of the bell.”

      “I didn’t see it?”

      He shakes his head.

      I turn away in shame but then have to turn again so I’m not looking at the crime scene. “Why did you have to kill him?” A fiery heat pushes its way through my veins.

      “I’m half human,” Tien says. “I couldn’t risk getting pulled under the spell and giving him a piece of my flesh. If so, we’d both be hacking away at ourselves over the next few agonizing weeks until the creature either killed us or someone finally found us.”

      I shiver and the anger evaporates.

      “I have to admit,” Tien says, frowning, not like he’s angry, more like he’s perplexed. “I’m surprised he didn’t convince you to cut something off sooner. For a human, you held off for a long time.” He looks behind us, perhaps gauging how far we walked before I gave in.

      “What’s in the bag?” I ask, changing the subject. I don’t want to talk about it anymore.

      Tien shrugs off a dark blue satchel-type bag from his shoulder and pulls garments from it. They are all different shades of green and blue.

      “Should I wear them inside out too?” I ask as he hands me a few pieces. My tone is flat.

      “No. We don’t want to draw attention to any strangeness of your clothing.” He reaches into the bag again and pulls out a handful of dried red berries and a small leather pouch. “Put these in your pockets after you’ve dressed.”

      I lift an eyebrow.

      “Rowen berries and salt,” he says. “They’re better protection than turning your clothing. If you’d only just agreed to come in the first place, we could have taken all the precautions and avoided this.”

      “Stop,” I say, yanking the soft leather boots from his hands. “Don’t blame any of this on me.”

      I demand privacy, so Tien turns. I change, trusting that he won’t turn back while I’m half-naked. My blood boils more as I look at his blue-black hair that falls just above his collar and the hard lines of his back muscles.

      How dare he blame me for this! My thoughts are a fury. It’s not my fault Tien had no time to think about protecting the human by making sure he had salt and dried berries. I can’t even feel grateful that he saved my life from Grass-Beard. He wouldn’t have had to save my life if he had left me alone in the human world with the Kings and Sterling and my stupid human friends and my stupid human life!

      And for what? For his precious kingdom? Well, it’s Sterling’s kingdom too, but he didn’t stoop to the level of kidnapping me to drag me around a forest where I almost got eaten!

      Tien has taken everything from me. My life. My home. And even my safety.

      And I hate him for it.

      If I could, I would bore a red-laser hole into his black wavy hair like Cyclops from the X-Men while I cinch my new bodice to ensure it stays across my chest.

      “I’m not going to pretend to be your little queen,” I say, yanking the salt pouch and berries from his palms and shoving them into my dress pockets. “Get that out of your head right now.”

      I sit to pull on the boots and feel Tien’s eyes on me.

      “Then you need to get it into your pretty little head that I’m not taking you back just because you threw a childish tantrum.”

      I look up and glare at him, resisting the urge to back away when he leans down to get closer to my face.

      “Don’t try to run away again,” he says through clenched teeth inches from my face. His jaw flexes. “No matter what a creature promises you. It’s too dangerous. You’ll get yourself killed.”

      Even if I wanted to defy his request, I wouldn’t. That run in with Grass-Beard was enough to keep me glued to Tien’s side. I’ll just hope that by some miracle, Sterling figures out I’m gone and picks the right portal and finds me. I jerk the laces of the boots tightly, nearly snapping the leather.

      And when he does find me, he’ll take me home.
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      I can’t sleep.

      Tien has dragged me to the edge of a clear lake and all I can do is sit with my knees hitched up. Clutched in one hand, I have the obsidian knife I took from the biloko, Grass-Beard, who lays rotting somewhere in the forest. I stare into the dark depths and wonder what lies beneath.

      The sun went down hours ago, blanketing the sky with brilliant and countless stars. It covers everything under it with shadows and blackness. I swear everything that goes bump in the night has come out for my attention. Tien laid out warm blankets, but I can’t bring myself to lie down.

      I’m too terrified.

      I guess I didn’t lose all of my neraidaphobia.

      My toes are freezing inside my boots. I can feel the cold ground beneath me seep up through the layers of the Faerie-approved clothing, but I hardly notice through the tense muscles of my shoulders and core.

      Every sound jumpstarts my pulse. The breath of the breeze combs its way around and stirs tree blossoms and branches. The rustling of small creatures in the grass startles me and so do the ripples in the lake.

      Is some water fae lurking just beneath the surface, just out of sight, watching me as I strain to see through the black depths? I can’t tell how deep it actually is. Maybe it would only cover my knees if I waded in, but my imagination conjures up Loch Ness monsters and those sharp-toothed water horses Sterling likes to ride.

      I shiver.

      I can’t imagine ever willingly riding something that might pull me from a mount and drown or eat me. Riding a tiger or lion while prancing across hot lava sounds just as fun.

      Seeing the light through my closed lids, I realize I finally fell asleep and now it’s morning.

      I’m stiff and cold, lying on my side. While part of me hopes to open my eyes and see the safety of my four bedroom walls at the Kings’ house, a bigger part of me—the stiff and cold part—tells me I’m still in Faerie. It’s amazing I actually fell asleep with so many waking nightmares keeping me up.

      “Kraa.”

      My eyes fly open. It’s my raven. She’s a few feet away from my head, pecking at something on the ground. The bright red tips of her wings tell me it’s her.

      Before I can even wonder how my raven went through the portal into Faerie and found me, a pair of lime-green eyes hover over me beneath the most glorious hero hair.

      “Sterling!” I croak. Then I jump up and throw myself into his arms. The black knife I held all night clatters away. He smiles and seems prepared, but I nearly bowl him over and knock him to the ground with my arms wrapped tightly around his neck. The quick action sends my raven into flight.

      Sterling’s arms fold around my waist, holding me as tightly as I hold him. The muscles in his arms are taut and unmoving as we awkwardly clutch each other. He half-sits, half-lays on the ground.

      “You’re here,” I whisper. With those words, I feel like I can finally breathe again. Like I’ve been holding my breath since Tien carried me here, and now I can finally and fully exhale.

      “You’re freezing,” he says, relaxing his muscles. He sits up straighter as he moves me so I’m sitting on his lap, cradled in his arms between his legs. He moves a hand up and down the sleeve of my dress rapidly, warming me with his body heat and the motion. “Next time you want to run off to Faerie without me, be sure to dress warmer.”

      “It’s her own fault.” It’s Tien. I don’t bother turning to look at him but see him standing in my peripheral vision. “If she’d slept on the blankets I laid out, or even wrapped one around herself, she wouldn’t be so cold. We’re in the Spring Court! Nights are cold.”

      “You’re not allowed to blame the person you kidnapped for refusing to use your blankets,” Sterling says, shooting a glaring stare up at him, all signs of his earlier teasing are gone. “What were you thinking bringing her here?”

      I am loving Sterling’s warmth and nuzzle further into his chest. I tuck my head beneath his chin. I might still be in Faerie, but I’ve never felt as safe as I do in his arms.

      Tien says something inaudible.

      I ignore him. “I’m so happy you’re here,” I say to Sterling, fiddling with the cords on the front of his shirt. The material is not from my world. He must have found Faerie clothing too.

      “It was wrong for Tien to take you.” His voice rumbles with anger.

      “It was, but now you can take me home.”

      When he doesn’t answer, I shift to look at him, pulling the cords to draw him toward me until our lips press together. I release the cords of his shirt and wind my hands through his hair at the back of his neck as we kiss.

      When Sterling breaks the kiss, I see Tien’s form walking away.
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      “How did you find me?” I ask Sterling.

      “Easy. Second star to the right and straight on until morning,” he says, smirking and leaning in for another kiss.

      I smile against his mouth and pull him tighter to me. He knows me so well. He wouldn’t have spouted a movie quote with such ease, instantly putting me at ease, when we first met.

      When we part, his expression is unreadable. “He asked me not to tell you, but Tien sent a message, telling me which portal to take and where you were.”

      I back up and scrunch my face. “He did?”

      Sterling nods and rubs circles on my back.

      “Why would he do that?”

      Sterling shrugs. “I don’t know. Walk with me?”

      “Yes, I’m all stiff anyway.” Scrambling awkwardly off his lap, I make it to my feet, feeling a tingling in my left foot. It fell asleep. Walking it off will be good.

      Sterling doesn’t have the same trouble getting to his feet. He immediately takes my hand, leading me along the shore of the lake. We walk a while in silence but soon come upon some buildings and homes not far off. My eyes widen as I take in the small settlement. The architecture is breathtaking. A mix between Roman and modern, and everything is made of what looks like… plants and dirt. So strange.

      “What are those?” I ask as we walk closer.

      “Homes of the spring fae,” he says.

      I can’t help but stare at the angles of the roofs and the thick columns of one building that looks very much like the Pantheon but with yellow blossoms and vines curling around it like Christmas lights. Another is a Victorian house with shutters made of expert mud cakes complete with detailing that looks almost like wood.

      “Some of them like to mimic the architecture of humans,” Sterling explains, lifting a hand and stopping before we get too close and draw attention. He mentions something about not wanting a fae seeing us and thinking I’m the queen.

      “They look so fragile,” I say, pointing to the walls of a 1950s Rambler with dirt falling off the dirt bricks like a tiny landslide.

      “They’ll just re-grow it,” he says, like it’s no big deal.

      “What do you mean?”

      “That’s their specialty, the spring fae,” he says. “Growth. Or re-growth. The best architects in all of Faerie are spring fae. Many of the cities and towns employ the better ones to erect buildings.”

      “Do they all look like this?” I ask. “With the plant material and dirt?”

      “No. I suspect the fae who built these aren’t very powerful. Those who are employed by other courts use stone and other more durable materials in order to make the buildings and homes last.”

      “How does it work? Do they just will it to grow and turn it into a cottage or mansion?”

      Sterling presses his lips together. “In a way, I suppose,” he says. “I haven’t watched many spring fae build.”

      My eyes draw back to the lesser magic, but I am in awe. If the fae who built these had little magic, I can only imagine what those who are gifted with more can create. What would it be like to watch giant skyscrapers sprout from the earth and grow high into the sky like a sunflower stalk? How would it be to watch the supports and the cables of a bridge make their way across a river?

      I close my eyes and envision that very thing. I have an overwhelming feeling of déjà vu and familiarity, so I open them again.

      It’s just Faerie trying to lure you in again. I scold myself. Faerie is dangerous. For all the beautiful, there are also things that kill and maim.

      Like grass-bearded men who wanted a piece of my arm for dinner.

      “Are you here to take me home?” I ask.

      Sterling sighs and squeezes my hand before looking down at me. “I want to,” he says. “But I have to speak with my brother first.”

      “But why?” I ask, yanking my hand from his and scrunching up my face. “You don’t need his permission. He certainly didn’t ask for mine when he brought me here.”

      Sterling frowns. “I know, but neither of us wants to go back only to have him take you again. I should try to reason with him first.”

      “Okay,” I say, hating that he’s probably right. “Let’s talk to him. I want to go home.”

      We walk back to the makeshift campsite where only blankets and an impression in the dirt announce where we slept.

      Tien rolls up one. “Thought you’d be gone by now,” he says without looking at us.

      “Is that what you expected?” Sterling asks. He glances at me with a twisted mouth and furrowed brows.

      I shrug. He’s your brother, I want to say. But I can see the question. Why did he kidnap me only to tell Sterling where I was to take me back?

      Tien turns slowly and looks up at us. I see his eyes flit to our joined hands before he looks away and stands.

      “Sterling, brother, think about this,” he says. “This is our chance to save our court from losing the crown. Prince Piz is being groomed to take the queen’s place, but you and I both know he’s not ready. He didn’t spend decades alongside the former High King talking with diplomats and participating in council meetings like the queen did.”

      “But how does that make me any better?” I ask. “I didn’t spend time in those meetings either.” I probably wasn’t even born yet for most of them.

      “Sterling, she can buy us time to find her,” Tien says, ignoring my question. “If Prince Piz is crowned, the people will assume she’s either dead or we’ve given up. It’s only a matter of time before he’s usurped or killed.”

      Sterling doesn’t respond. His expression is unreadable again, which worries me.

      “Just look at her!” Tien says, stepping toward us and gesturing at me. “She’s a literal doppelgänger of Queen Carys! And not just her beautiful looks. She has that fiery, free-spirit personality too! Tell me you don’t see her riding the waves on Madseok with ease. Tell me she couldn’t tromp through the woods after dangerous creatures and emerge without a scratch!”

      I open my mouth to argue. I only escaped Grass-Beard because of his sword—which is strangely not here—but Tien keeps going.

      “Even the way she does her hair. Off to the side.” He pauses. His green eyes feel like they could bore holes through me the way I wanted to bore one through him with my imaginary lasers yesterday. “C’mon Sterling, Carys always wore it that way when she was being her most rebellious, most beautiful, most adventurous self.”

      Sterling turns slowly to look at me. I can see in his eyes that he’s seeing what Tien describes.

      “I’d hoped if you came, I could reason with you both and she’d agree to help us.” Tien gestures toward me but won’t look at me.

      Despite all Tien’s compliments about my looks and personality, I can’t help but feel a deep betrayal when I look up at my boyfriend. He’s considering this. He agrees with his brother and is considering forcing me to stay in this place and pretend to be his queen.

      My stomach turns queasy. I realize I haven’t eaten anything since the cheese yesterday.

      You promised, I want to say to him, but my lips are stopped. You promised you would never force me, let alone coerce me into coming to this dangerous realm. You promised.

      As if reading my mind, Sterling draws me closer with our joined hands and kisses me on the forehead. “I won’t force her, Tien. She wants to go back to her world, so I’m taking her back.”

      I don’t need to look to see Tien’s obvious disappointment. I can’t keep my eyes off Sterling’s perfect face anyway.

      “You’ll just have to figure out another way,” Sterling adds, staring right back at me. I hardly hear it because my heart is singing.

      He’s on my side. He’s always been on my side.

      Something flashes on Sterling’s face, a regret or something that lines the creases around his mouth. I see that my staying is something Sterling wants. I want her to stay, but I won’t force her, is what he wanted to say. He just left off the first part of the sentence. He agrees with his brother but won’t go against my wishes no matter how much it could help his people.

      Sterling has my back, but do I have his? Should I stay?

      No. This is my chance to get out of here. My chance to go home and start my life with my almost-adoptive family. This is my chance to go back home.

      And so I dismiss it.

      “Please take me home?” I selfishly ask.
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        * * *

      

      I find myself stuck with Tien again in a pile of boulders at a different part of the lake, which I now know is called Oris Lake. Sterling is in Rosewind getting food.

      The portal is far, and we still have a ways to walk, but all three of us are famished. We couldn’t all walk into the town together for fear of someone mistaking me for the queen. Since I don’t trust Tien not to drug me again, Sterling volunteered to go.

      I lift my face to the sun, feeling the vitamin D seep into my cheeks. It gives me an almost feverish feeling. It is much better than the cold I felt earlier. Part of me wonders why Tien stuck around after Sterling and I refused to go along with his plan. But now that I am separated from Sterling, I’m grateful I’m not alone.

      “Why didn’t you get food when you went to get clothes yesterday?” I ask, dropping my chin to look at him.

      Ever since he kidnapped me, I’ve felt his eyes on me periodically. I wonder if some of the sentiment I heard behind his words when he gushed about my beauty being similar to his queen’s earlier has anything to do with his staring. Maybe there was something between him and the queen and he stares because I look like her?

      Or maybe I’m just a novelty.

      “I did,” he says, frowning and picking up a rock at his feet to skip it across the still lake. “I lost it all when I heard the biloko’s bell and had to pull my sword out of the Urozen to save you.”

      The what? I don’t ask. I don’t want to give in to my curiosity about this place. If I find out too much and find myself liking it, or worse, feeling that familiarity again, I might never get out of here.

      “We could have gone back to pick it up.”

      Tien shakes his head, picks up another rock and chucks it. “Can’t trust anyone. It was either taken or poisoned.”

      “What, are the fae constantly out to get one another? Nice place to live.” My sarcasm is heavy.

      “No, but we’re not in friendly territory,” he says. “And while your face is familiar, so is mine.”

      My snarkiness falls away as I see concern etch across Tien’s brow. “Why? Who are you?”

      “Tien Firetail, Captain of the High Court military.”

      Firetail? Is that Sterling’s name too? It’s close to Firell. Did Sterling change it to blend into the human world?

      “Captain, huh?” It sounds like a high position.

      He nods. “I was one of the High King’s most trusted. I had details to accompany the queen before she was queen on some very recent tours of Faerie as the leader of her protection guard.”

      I don’t miss the wistful expression as he speaks.

      “Wow,” I say. “I guess that’s how you got to know her so well?”

      “Yes and no,” he says. “I’ve known Carys since she was young. She and Sterling have been best friends since they were younglings, so I watched her grow up too.”

      “But you really got to know her when you recently protected her?”

      Tien’s eyes drop to his hands. “She was so infuriating,” he says, the corner of his lips lifts slightly. “So quick to escape responsibility and go off and ride that damned horse.” His expression changes and he pinches the bridge of his nose while squeezing his eyes tightly. “Actually, she was good with responsibility. She attended all the meetings her father wished and learned everything she could about being High Queen before he died.”

      “It sounds like you’re talking about two different people.”

      Tien opens his eyes to look at me.

      “I can see how hard this is on you,” I say. “Sterling misses her too.”

      “She chose him,” he says point blank. “After the coronation there was a revel in her honor. Did he tell you? The two of them arrived together, and it was obvious they preferred one another in a way different than friendship. I’m almost certain she would have chosen him for a mate.”

      “He told me,” I say, remembering the conversation. Sterling and I were eating frozen yogurt on a bench in the park.

      Tien tilts his head to the side and frowns. “It doesn’t bother you?”

      “I thought it did,” I say. “But then he explained that whatever he thought he had with her is exactly what he has with me.” It sounds stupid when I say it, and I can’t believe I’m spilling my guts to my kidnapper, but it’s the truth. Sterling said whatever he saw in her that made him want to be with her, he realized was false when he met me. And that all of that, everything he saw, everything he wanted, was in me.

      It warmed my heart. Then and now. Even if it is a little strange and sounds stupid out loud.

      It was also strange that I was never jealous of his strong connection with his queen. It never bothered me. I trust him and that trust trumps any jealousy toward a girl I never met.

      “Yes, well, I’m glad my brother got over her so quickly, then,” he says. “It’s not unheard of for the queen to marry well below her station, but my brother has no ranking.”

      “But he was her best friend.”

      “The same expectations don’t apply to best friends,” he says.

      Tien picks up another rock and chucks it harder than the others. I walk toward him, placing a hand on his shoulder.

      His muscles tense and then he turns.

      “I’m sorry,” I say.

      “For wanting to leave? I wish you wouldn’t.”

      I shake my head and press my lips together. “No. For her. For losing her.”

      His eyebrows twitch downward.

      “You lost her too.”
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      Tien looks away. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “You loved her too. I can see that,” I say.

      His head snaps up, his eyes briefly meeting mine. Then he looks away again.

      “And I’m sorry. She’s this unknown person to me, this girl with my same face who rules an entire realm.” I lift my hands and roll my eyes for—again—how ridiculous it sounds and how small it makes me feel. “But I can see when you look at me sometimes that you loved her too.”

      Tien’s eyes catch mine again and he mutters something and then walks away. I have a brief pang of anxiety that I’ve said something wrong and that he’ll leave me again, but he doesn’t walk far. He stands with his hands behind his back and stares at the dried mud beneath his boot.

      I make myself comfortable on the perch of a rock, looking out onto the water. Visions of water horses with sharp teeth and manes of seaweed don’t intrude on my thoughts in the daytime. Despite the clearness of the lake, I can’t see very far. Still, I can see that if there are any dangerous water fae lurking below, they’re staying away from us.

      I glance at Tien. I know I’ve struck a nerve or hurt him by pointing out what was obvious, but whatever. I won’t let it bother me. He kidnapped me and brought me here and I won’t forgive that easily.

      Ugh! He should have just accepted my refusal to come! I pick up a rock and toss it at the lake, watching the ripples grow and expand. I can picture Tien now, standing in my kitchen with a salad bowl and a smile on his face as he helps with a dinner party. Or maybe he’s walking into a Marvel movie with a carton of buttered popcorn and a ginormous soda. Sterling is there too, of course, but Tien and I might have become friends if he just honored my wishes.

      I scowl at him for ruining something that could have been. Instead, I get to hate him.

      Tien looks up and sees me watching him. He frowns and seems to decide something before walking back to me.

      “I won’t—” I start when he’s within hearing range.

      “There’s a river,” he interrupts. “It’s timeless, or rather, has a way of bending time if you know how to use it.” He stops a few paces away like he’s afraid the next rock I toss will be aimed at his head. I don’t know if he’s wrong.

      “Okay. Why are you telling me this?” I ask, trying to smooth my expression.

      “Because, if you stay…” He sucks in a breath. “If you help us by pretending to be her until we can come up with a better plan, I can take you there and return you to the mortal realm the moment after I took you.”

      I don’t miss the way he can’t even say her name. More proof of what I observed. But I’m too caught up in what he’s suggesting to bring it up again. My eyes narrow. “You mean…”

      “It would be as if you were never gone,” he says. “You wouldn’t be missed because you would only be absent for one brief moment.”

      “Why don’t you use this river to buy yourself some time?” I ask, stepping down from the rock to face him. “Or use it to go back in time and find your queen.”

      “It would cost… it would never work,” Tien says, shaking his head. “Besides, there were too many eyes on her disappearance.”

      “And no one will miss me,” I say.

      “I didn’t say that,” Tien says. “And time in the mortal world is easier for the river to manipulate than time in Faerie.”

      I fold my arms and lift one skeptical brow. But I can’t refute what he says because I don’t know. Sterling told me that faeries can’t lie, even star fae, and he did mention that time could be manipulated in Faerie but was complicated. What Tien says must be true. I drop my hands.

      “If I could promise to return you, would you be willing to help?” Tien asks, holding outstretched palms. His expression is open and vulnerable, and I feel my resolve cracking. “Please.”

      I hate to admit it, but I am curious. I feel my resolve crack. I fold my arms and look away from his vulnerable expression. Tien broke my trust, but if he can return me without anyone realizing I was gone, perhaps my family isn’t destroyed after all.

      I glance over my shoulder at the city across the lake and think of Sterling searching for food. He came for me. He’s always had my back. He’s always looked out for me. He’s never asked for anything but my trust. I never asked Tien what his plan was, of course. It wouldn’t hurt to ask a few questions. I could always say ‘no’ and Sterling would take me home in a snap if I wasn’t comfortable.

      I slowly turn to face the fae who kidnapped me. “So, what exactly do you want me to do?”
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        * * *

      

      “Prince Piz is the next oldest after Carys, right?” I ask, ticking the names of the Elmwhisk family—the royal family—on my fingers. “Then it’s Prince Atlas and Prince Quin?”

      “Quin and then Atlas,” Sterling corrects with a wide smile. He is loving how much I struggle to remember them all. “And you shouldn’t call any of them Prince or Princess,” he says. “They’re your siblings, just call them by their names.”

      “They’re not my siblings!” I lament, kicking a rock on the path and watch it skitter along the well-worn dirt road. “If they were, I wouldn’t need this lesson on the family tree!” It’s days later but feels like we’ve been at this for months. Endlessly walking while the fae brothers drill facts into me. I still don’t know if I plan to help. Especially since I can’t seem to get the details of the queen’s life straight.

      We walk in the shadows of the Ohm Mountains through a canyon that leads directly to the Raven Court. Or the West Raven Court. Apparently, the Raven Court is scattered among the other courts. The tips of the peaks are capped with a golden hue from the waning sunlight, but I don’t envy their warmth like I should. Harpies are perched up there, watching us like vultures. I try to ignore them. It’s much colder tucked away in the pass where the heat of the sun can’t reach us and shadows surround us. I should be shivering with only the thin sleeves of my dress to keep me warm, but it seems my body has acclimated to the temperature of the Spring Court.

      In fact, it doesn’t bother me at all. I could blame it on some magic infused in the fabric of my dress I wasn’t told about, but my hands and face feel fine too.

      “If you’re to convince anyone that you are the queen,” Tien says several steps behind us. “The names and the faces of her siblings must be etched in your mind as if they were your family.”

      He’s grumpy again.

      Always frustrated at what I can’t remember and always brooding and second-guessing himself for thinking it was wise to bring me to Faerie in the first place. Seriously, Tien should listen to himself during one of his rants and just freaking take me home! But he never does, and my all-too-helpful boyfriend is quick to assure him I’ll get it. Eventually. It’s not Sterling’s praise but my desire to help him that keeps me going. After I said yes, a tentative yes, I could see just how much this meant to him too. He wants it to work as badly as Tien does, which makes me think whatever is going on in their court is much more serious than I assumed. I just hope I’m up for the challenge.

      “But there are so many of them!” I say. “Eleven brothers and sisters?” My stomach complains loud enough that Sterling hears it.

      “Let’s take a break,” he says.

      “Great,” I say. “All this memorizing is giving me a headache.”

      “I mean, let’s stop to eat. Maybe if you eat, your memory will get better.”

      I resist the urge to laugh out loud. If that was the only thing needed to help with memory, I would eat a whole lot more than I should. Maybe my difficulties with memory have everything to do with my former brain trauma. Maybe it’s pointless to even try remembering the names of a fae queen’s brothers and sisters when I can’t even remember last year.

      My stomach twists so I banish the thought.

      We sit on the hard dirt while Sterling pulls from his pack more of the amazing cheese wrapped in brown paper and some nuts in a plastic bag. I shake my head. The ziplock looks so out of place in a land that wants me to dress like I’m going to a renaissance fair or LARP.

      I notice my raven finds a high branch near us and settles in. She’s been flying overhead, back and forth, for most of our journey. I hope the harpies don’t think she’s an easy meal.

      “It’s a good thing we’re almost home,” Sterling says, still rummaging through the bag. “Because we’re almost out of pastries.”

      My mood simultaneously deflates while my anxiety rises. Sterling hands me a crumbly pastry filled with a sort of cream in the center, He gives one to Tien and then takes the last one for himself. I’m sad the pastries are gone, though Sterling suggests we can get more in the Raven Court. But to walk into the Raven Court, to walk through the streets and through the gates of the Raven Court palace, I have to be ready. I’m not walking in as the human girl, Aria Whisk, but as the pretend High Queen of all Faerie. High Queen Carys.

      The mere thought zaps my appetite. I eat the food anyway, hoping Sterling is right about my memory improving once my blood sugar level goes back up.

      “The birth order of the royal family isn’t as important as knowing who is who,” Tien says. He leans back with a knee hitched up and pops a handful of nuts into his mouth.

      “Great. Do you have a photo album or something to help me tell the difference between them?” I ask after swallowing a bite of pastry and wiping the cream from the edge of my mouth. “Especially the youngest two identical twins? Why are there so many kids anyway? Do star fae multiply like rabbits or something? Or could the king and queen just not keep their hands off each other?” I feel my face burn the instant the words leave my lips. I hadn’t intended to bring up the sex life of royals.

      “Full fae have difficulty reproducing,” Tien says. “It’s why some of them seduce humans.”

      “Is that where you two came from? One of your parents is human?” I realize, with a lot of guilt, that I never asked Sterling more about his parents. All I know is their father is dead and their mother has a new guy and a baby on the way.

      “That’s how star fae originated,” Sterling says. “But both of our parents were star fae.”

      “And no, we don’t reproduce like rabbits,” Tien says. “But it’s easier for us to procreate being part human. And since star fae live long lives, we have plenty of time to have big families.”

      “Except your family,” I say without thinking. “It’s just the two of you.”

      Tien nods and then stands.

      “Right, since our father died before I was born,” Sterling answers quietly when Tien walks away, “they didn’t have a chance to have more. I never knew him, but Tien still struggles with the loss.”

      I don’t know what to say, so I keep quiet.

      “No one will fault you for mixing up Ophi and Sage,” Sterling says as we continue walking. Our fingers interlaced again.

      Tien walks a few steps ahead of us.

      “But I’m supposed to be their older sister, their guardian essentially,” I argue. “Since both parents are dead.” My anxiety runs higher as I think of all the ways I might screw this up. It’s not a matter of if but when I’m exposed as a fraud. And what then? “What happens when I mess up? Is there a punishment for humans who impersonate royalty?” All it takes is one small mistake for someone close to the queen to see a crack through the mask. I’ve seen enough Arthurian and medieval and fantasy movies on Blake and Lindsey’s couch to know treason is usually a death sentence.

      Maybe I should ask Sterling to take me home again. He was confused when I agreed to help. Though I didn’t mention Tien’s promise—at Tien’s request—he accepted it. It means a lot to him too. He wants this to work, which is probably why he didn’t question my reasons for staying. He wants me to help his people and pretend to be her in order to do it. I should do this. I can do this for him. I’ll just play my part and make sure to get out before I get caught. I can do that much. Neither Sterling nor Tien could ask for more.

      “As long as you act the part, they won’t suspect,” Tien says, holding back a tree branch covering part of the road for me to pass. “Don’t worry.”

      He doesn’t know I was still on the fence only seconds ago and that I’ve finally agreed to be their pretend queen. But I won’t give him the satisfaction of saying it. Especially because he thought I already said yes.

      The path is narrow so Sterling walks behind me as Tien speaks. “The second you show weakness or uncertainty, even the lowliest servant will see that you’re not her. Carys holds her head high. She always walks with purpose and speaks intentionally.”

      “But she’s not always like that,” Sterling argues, taking my hand again when the road widens. “Around her brothers and sisters, she lets her hair down more.”

      “And around you,” Tien says without looking back and quickens his pace.

      Sterling ignores him and turns to me. “Ophi’s hair was short the last time I saw her.” He gestures with his free hand. “Shoulder-length. While Sage’s is still long and usually tied in a braid or a twist, like yours.” He smiles at the mention. “If that hasn’t changed, they shouldn’t be too difficult to tell apart.”

      “Okay. Are they all blonde like me? Er… like her?”

      “Half have dark hair, the other half are golden-haired,” Tien says, stopping. He turns to glance at me, then briefly down at our joined hands.

      I’m not Carys, I want to say to him. You can stop with the jealous looks.

      My head spins. I’ve decided to do this, but it doesn’t make the task less daunting. Even with a photo album, I’m afraid I’d mess up. How can I ever learn enough to fake being the queen when I can’t even keep her family’s names and faces straight? I pull my hand from Sterling’s and grip the sides of my head with both hands, turning away from the fae men.

      “You have to do this, Aria,” Tien says. I don’t have to turn to see the disapproving look on his face. “This has to work. Convince her family and the rest will have to believe it, even if you have trouble remembering other things.”

      I turn to look at him with arms folded. “Like queenly things?”

      “Yes, like queenly things,” he says. I know how much it means to him, but the fierceness in his stare is almost too much. He’s expecting too much.

      “Aria.” Sterling bridges the gap between us and places both hands on my shoulders. He pushes me gently away from Tien’s disproving look. “I know you can do this,” he says quietly, ducking so his green eyes are level with mine. “I’ll be right there next to you. The whole time.”

      “Because you would have been right next to her if she’d never left?” I ask and hear the shake in my voice. I didn’t mean to say it. I’m surprised it even came out. I never thought I’d ever sound like a jealous girlfriend, especially with Sterling. But all of Tien’s glances at me force me to wonder what I’d observe as a fly on the wall with her in the room with these two. “It won’t look strange to outsiders, will it?”

      “Listen,” he says, looking away. “Carys and I were best friends long before—”

      “But it went deeper than that,” I interrupt. Leave it alone, Aria! But I can’t.

      “It doesn’t matter.” He wills me to meet his piercing gaze. I do. “What matters is that I’m with you and will stand by you. I don’t care what others think.”

      I try not to think of the consequences if the queen does return. What will she think of me? If he and she are really so close, will she be the one to dole out a death sentence on me for stealing her man?

      “You promise never to leave my side?” I whisper.

      “I promise,” he says and his eyes dart back and forth between mine several times before flitting down to my lips.

      I accept the invitation and push up on my toes to close the space between us, wrapping my arms around his neck as we kiss.

      When we part, I feel better. It’s not like I’m ready to march in and take over all of Faerie, but I feel like I can at least fake it because I have a walking and talking cheat sheet to cart along with me. And I have to do it. For Sterling’s sake and for the sake that if I don’t, I doubt Tien will keep his promise of returning me to the exact same date.

      I try not to think about what the Kings are thinking back at home. If they’re missing me or if they’ve called the police. If I can pull this off, it won’t matter because it will be as if it never happened. That’s what I need to focus on. Doing what Tien wants me to do so I can get back home to them. Back to my life.

      Tien’s look of consternation—or perhaps pain—flashes over his face. It immediately shifts to alertness as footsteps, lots of footsteps, sound on the path in front of us.

      “Here’s your first test, Your Majesty,” Tien says. “Get ready.”

      My head snaps to him as my stomach jumps into my throat and my eyes widen.

      “What do you mean,” I ask. “Who’s coming?”

      “That’s not a trade carriage coming up the path. Those are cavalry hooves.”
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      “Cavalry? Like the military or something?” I ask.

      Sterling looks to his brother. “Who do you think it is?”

      “It’s hard to know,” Tien says. He stops to listen to the echoing of the hooves through the canyon.

      I look up and see most of the harpies—the half woman, half bird creatures—who kept pace with us have flown away. All except one who stares at me from high on her perch with beady eyes that look strange on her very human-looking face.

      My raven is also out of sight.

      “Should we hide?” I ask. Whenever we’ve run across a creature, a high fae with intelligence enough to recognize me as the missing queen, we’ve hidden in bushes or up in trees. Or at least I have, even if Tien and Sterling didn’t.

      “There’s nowhere to hide,” Tien says as the heads of the first horses round the bend ahead.

      While I don’t think it’s wise to dart off behind a tree now that they can see me, I still stand partway behind Sterling and Tien, gripping my boyfriend’s arm tightly.

      “Captain Firetail,” the lead one says.

      “General Luto,” Tien greets, bowing slightly.

      The man, thick around the middle but not obese, steps down from his ride to approach Tien with an outstretched hand. His hair is a strange teal color that matches his mustache and eyes.

      Tien shakes his hand and then turns to us. His mouth forms a thin line, lips pressed tightly together.

      “Your Majesty,” the man breaths, pushing past Tien and marching to me.

      Here’s my chance, I think. I can lift my head high and greet him as if I am the High Queen of Faerie, or… I can appeal to his position and admit that his Captain has kidnapped me from the human world.

      Tien’s jaw pumps when our eyes meet. He sees the precipice where I sit teetering. Neither of us knows which way I’ll fall.

      Sterling squeezes my hand and steps away, releasing my grip.

      “General,” I say, lifting my chin and straightening my shoulders. Of course, I don’t know this man and only know he’s a general because Tien said his name, but the recognition on his face is enough to imbue me with confidence.

      There is clearly no doubt in his mind that I am his queen. I can do this.

      The general bows deeply and the exchange causes the riders behind him to dismount too in order to find out the reason for their stop.

      “Where?” The general asks but doesn’t say more. Like it isn’t his place to demand to know where his monarch has been.

      “It does not matter where I have been,” I say, letting a catch in my voice slip so they might assume something terrible happened. “Captain Firetail and his brother, Sterling, found me and are taking me home.” I struggle to keep my face even as I worry about an accidental slip on Sterling’s name. Tien said he doesn’t have a station or rank, but that doesn’t mean it’s normal for the queen to call him by his first name.

      The general doesn’t act like I did anything wrong.

      I glance at Tien again, who stands straighter and tries to keep a smile from cracking through.

      “Now, if you’ll excuse us,” I say. “I am eager to get home.”

      “Of course, Your Majesty,” General Luto says, lifting a hand to gesture to his soldiers to get ready to continue riding. Then he turns to Tien. “I can see that you have wearied yourself searching for her. When you’ve adequately rested, and our queen no longer needs your services, please join us in Herdan.”

      Tien nods once and clasps his hands behind his back.

      “I am sorry to break the news when you’ve been away so long, Your Majesty,” General Luto addresses me again. “But there are some disturbances in the Spring Court capital. When you can spare the captain…”

      I nod. “As soon as I’m safely home and no longer need the captain’s services, I will send him straightaway,” I say, trying not to cringe at the way I repeated the general’s words. I wonder if it’s a horrible social faux pas. I manage an even glance at Tien with an expression I hope he reads the way I want it.

      Home is not the Raven Court. The sooner we can convince everyone I’m her and have a reasonable excuse for her absence again so I can go home to the human world, the General can send Tien wherever he wants.

      As the General and his officers pass, I feel the eyes of each star fae. I try not to stare at the various inhuman attributes nearly all of them possess, but it’s probably a good thing I saw my first batch of subjects when it’s clear that I’ve gone through something traumatic. The next time I see pointy ears or skin the texture of tree-bark, I won’t be so caught off guard.

      As the last soldier passes by, I lift my head higher. I saw it in each one of their expressions. They think I’m her. They believe it without question.

      They think I’m Queen Carys.

      I can totally pull this off.

      I’m ready to march into the Raven Court Palace and immerse myself in pretending to be a fae queen.
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      The general didn’t question my non-royal clothing in the canyon, but Tien doesn’t want anyone else at court to see me until I’m dressed in Queen Carys’s finery. “The rumor about the queen being taken won’t be squashed,” he explained. “But the queen wouldn’t want her subjects to see her like this even if she’d spent months in the dungeons of the Winter Palace.”

      I hate admitting it even to myself, but the mere thought of royal finery makes me want to giggle like a ten-year-old.

      The general and his regiment seeing me so informally dressed was one thing because they were unexpected. But Tien said there was no reason he and Sterling couldn’t sneak me into the palace for a bath and a change of clothes before presenting myself to the rest of the court.

      I welcome the plan. Not only because it delays the inevitable, but because I am a full believer in dressing for the job. I’ll feel more like a queen if I dress like one. I’ll also be more convincing as one.

      So, instead of walking through the front gates of the Raven Court, we walk along a channel until we’ve reached the shore of a sea. I can’t help but stare across the vast expanse of water. Oris Lake was nothing compared to this. I catch myself imagining what it would be like to sail across its sparkling blue waves off into the distance. No, not sail, I’d be on something faster, like a wave runner, skipping like a stone across the surface.

      “The Sea of Neptulus,” Sterling whispers behind me. I feel his fingers grip my elbow. I tilt my head downward in his direction as his breath tickles my ears.

      Tien has gone ahead to make sure no one watches the northern entrance—the one closest to the water—before they sneak me in.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Sterling asks.

      I nod, turning back to the magnificent scenery. Then I gasp. “That’s where you ride…” I can’t finish the sentence.

      “Cabyll-ushteys, yes,” he says wistfully.

      “You miss it,” I note, turning all the way around to look up at him. “Riding them.”

      He gazes at the sea over my shoulder. I feel the cool breeze lift the tiny hairs at the back of my neck and shiver.

      “I do,” he says. “Taking care of them too. I hope the stable boy isn’t feeding them cream again.” He makes a face.

      “Wait, you take care of them?”

      Sterling looks down at me. “Yes. It’s like my… job.” He rolls his eyes when he says the word.

      “Wait, really? Isn’t that like… dangerous?”

      “They look like typical horses when they’re on land,” he says. “Though you still wouldn’t want to get too close to their teeth when they’re hungry. But we keep them in stables on the palace grounds. I’m the head groom. Or was.” He frowns.

      I stare at him for several seconds, feeling that familiar pang of guilt as I learn another thing about my amazing boyfriend that I should have learned the day I found out he was part fae.

      “Why shouldn’t you feed them cream?” I ask.

      “Because it makes them very drunk.”

      I laugh once, but stop when I see that he’s serious. “Drunk?”

      “Yes,” Sterling says. “It also makes them less dangerous, which is why Canyon, the stable boy, gives it to them. But it’s not good for them.”

      I can’t help my smile of amusement. “Does cream make you…”

      “Buzzed, for sure,” he says, smiling down at me. He grabs me and pulls me in for a quick kiss. “But not completely inebriated like it does to the full fae.”

      “Noted,” I say, smirking up at him.

      Sterling rolls his eyes.

      “We’re clear if we hurry,” Tien says.

      When I turn to look at him, I realize he’s been standing there for a few moments.

      “Great, let’s get her up to the queen’s quarters,” Sterling says, wrapping a hand around my waist and following Tien in the direction of the palace.

      It’s quite the hike. We go up secret stairways lined in roots and vines wrapping around smooth stone that has no seams or cracks. I think about what Sterling said about the spring fae growing the architecture. This palace is proof of it. We wind through darkened narrow corridors, but the shadows seem to disperse with each step, so it isn’t difficult to see where I’m going.

      “We’ll get you to the queen’s room and then I’ll find the queen’s maid to assist you in bathing and dressing,” Tien says.

      I’m too filled with anxiety and feeling breathless from our speedy rush through the palace to speak. Finally, we emerge from behind a large wooden bust of what looks like a former king. We move into an opalescent grand hallway, and I suck in a breath.

      Floor-to ceiling arched windows on the right create patchwork light across the gray and white checkered stone. Golden chandeliers with electric lightbulbs line the arched ceiling at varying intervals as far as I can see.

      “You have electricity?” I point.

      “Of course.” Sterling shoots me an incredulous look.

      On the left, vines with purple blossoms stretch their way up and around portraits of what must be past kings and queens. But I can’t stop to admire any of it long because Sterling and Tien usher me down the hallway and to the left through large, heavy double doors.

      “A maid will come shortly,” Tien says.

      “Wait, you won’t be with me?” What happened to my walking, talking cheat sheet?

      The brothers share a look.

      “Neither of us should be seen in the queen’s bedroom, at least not now when it could raise so many questions,” Tien says.

      I swallow hard and look at Sterling. He agrees. I can tell. It makes my heart flip with nervousness. But when our eyes meet, his eyes soften with affection that makes my heart warm.

      “You can do this, Aria,” he says. Then he leans forward to plant a kiss on my forehead.

      “Remember. You’re the queen now,” Tien reminds me. He shuts the door between us, leaving me in the strange room alone.
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      My ears ring with the sudden silence. I wonder if there’s some sort of sound-proofing for the queen’s rooms.

      I turn to look at my surroundings.

      And my jaw drops.

      If someone had asked me what I imagined a fae queen’s bedroom looked like, I would have described what I’d seen in historical movies and on the internet. I might have pulled out my phone and Googled Buckingham Palace, or ‘castle bedrooms’ and described those. Canopied beds with those plush benches at the foot. A sitting area with a table for a tea set. Maybe a vanity and a wardrobe, and everything covered with luxurious fabrics and silks.

      Or… since I’m in Faerie, maybe the bed would be made of branches or antlers. Maybe the room would have greenery on every surface. Maybe there would even be a tree growing up through the middle of the floor.

      But Queen Carys’s bedroom could have come straight from my world. My modern world. In fact, I swear I saw this exact bedroom on one of those 10 Most Unique Bedrooms list articles. The only difference is that I suspect the crystal and pearl surfaces are likely the real thing here.

      The bed sits on a square crystal base with a warm lighting glow coming from underneath. The covers and pillows are fluffy and white and look amazingly comfortable, but there’s no canopy above them. Lining the walls, and arranged corner to corner, are photographs. I recognize some scenes as famous places from the human world: Easter Island, Mayan temples, the Champs-Élysées, the space needle. But others are beautiful landscapes. A park with dogs running, a couple sitting on a bench, a sunset over a lake, a gnarled tree with moss growing all over it. I know a few must have been taken in Faerie because beautiful women with raven-black hair, eyes of violet, and tails covered in iridescent pale blue scales like a fish, aren’t seen in my world.

      “A mermaid,” I whisper.

      I could stare at each photograph for hours. I don’t particularly have an artistic eye, but there’s something about each picture. Something extra. It’s like I can smell the salty breeze while looking at the ones taken near the sea. My mouth goes dry and my eyes feel itchy, as if sand particles irritate them when I gaze at the deserts. A myriad of smells and sounds and tastes accompany each portrait. Honeycomb and cicadas chirp, bitter flowers and the roar of air force jets fly overhead, a foghorn and… fish stink. Bleh…

      It’s extraordinary.

      I turn slowly to take in the rest of the room. A shiny white pearl color covers three of the walls. Dark wood knobs are scattered on the wall with the door and look like they open drawers and cupboards that are flush with the wall. The fourth wall, which is opposite the door, is made completely out of glass. Again, with no seams or framing to break up the view.

      A pearl-colored vanity is on the far side of the room with a matching chair in front of it.

      I step toward the large window and look out. It faces the inner part of the palace, so I can see a courtyard down below with what looks like neatly pruned rose bushes. The wing on the other side is a few stories shorter than the one I’m in so I can see the entire expanse of the sea over the steepled roof.

      It’s breathtaking.

      A knock on the door snaps me from my awe. I only have seconds to step into my role in case its someone other than Sterling or Tien.

      “Come in,” I say with as much authority as I can.

      The pearl-coated door swings inward and a small woman with hair of ivy green and skin the texture and color of aspen bark enters the room.

      “It’s true,” she whispers. “You’ve returned.”

      I nod once and try to remember if Tien or Sterling mentioned her. She doesn’t look like one of the siblings. She’s almost too fae to be only half. She gently shuts the door behind her.

      “Lemon or jasmine?” she asks.

      “Hmm?”

      “For your bath? I shall draw it for you now.”

      Oh right, the maid. They went to get the queen’s maid.

      “Jasmine please,” I say and turn back to look out the window. I hope the gesture is aloof enough and my answer is confident enough that she won’t suspect anything.

      It only takes seconds before she beckons me to come, saying it’s ready. I follow her through a side door that opens up into a room nearly as large as the bedroom with a tub that looks like a small swimming pool.

      The scent is wonderous. It must be the jasmine.

      “Would you like me to help you undress?” the maid asks.

      I try not to show the panic on my face.

      Undress?

      I am not comfortable stripping down in front of a stranger, but what would the queen do? Would she allow the help or would it also be acceptable to refuse?

      What should I do?

      “The dress is simple,” I say. “I can manage. But could you pick something for me to wear afterward?”

      I hope it’s the right answer.

      “Of course, Your Majesty.” She bows slightly and then walks from the room.

      I quickly strip off the layers of dress and sink into the hot water until I sit on a shelf with only the tops of my shoulders still above water. The water feels amazing. I immediately close my eyes and lean my head back against the dark tile. I hadn’t realized how sore I was from all the walking and sleeping on the ground, but the hot water pulls the tightness and the ache right out of my muscles. It dissolves into the hot bath.

      “Might I wash your hair?” the fae asks, suddenly standing behind me.

      My heart jump-starts at her voice. I hadn’t heard her walk in, but I nod without looking at her. “Yes, please.”

      “We have missed you, my queen,” she says as she massages my scalp with sweet-smelling soaps.

      I remain silent. I’m not sure what to say. I’m sorry? I didn’t mean to go? Next time I’ll text you to tell you where I am? Since I don’t know the reason for the queen’s absence, I can’t respond. Was she tired of palace life? Or was she kidnapped like I was?

      Hopefully when I return home, it will be as if I was never gone, but what if the time-river-thing doesn’t work and Lindsey asks me where I’ve been? What would I say? A fae captain kidnapped me and took me to another realm? I ran away? Sorry, I lost track of time?

      “I hope you haven’t been too worried,” I say. Lame.

      “Of course we have been worried! You disappeared the very evening of your coronation!”

      “It was… unintentional,” I say, hoping it’s true. Hoping it’s something Queen Carys would say if she were here. When I agreed to do this, I didn’t think my first interaction would be completely solo. I’m supposed to have Sterling and Tien close by to whisper the answers to me. For instance, I don’t even know this girl’s name! I could ask her, but what if she’s been Queen Carys’s maid for years? Fae live forever, right? Maybe she served the queen’s mother and grandmother on up and up. I don’t dare ask and give away my lack of knowledge, so I keep my mouth shut.

      “We’ve needed you at home,” she says, pouring water over my head to rinse the suds. “Everyone at court will be glad to hear of your return.”

      Hearing those words strike me. Sure, they have missed Queen Carys. I’ve seen it in the expressions of the two fae men I’ve been hanging out with the past several days. But hearing it from this servant while I soak in the very same queen’s bath makes it feel more real. Queen Carys isn’t just some mysterious mythological character with my face. She’s a real person, well, a real star fae, who left a very real hole behind her when she disappeared.

      But the words everyone at court also strikes me. Will there be others, not at court, who won’t be glad to hear of the queen’s return?

      “That is, when you are ready, my queen,” she says. “I can feel that you are not quite yourself. Perhaps you should rest and take some time before announcing your return.”

      My panic spikes. Does she see through me already? Can she already tell that I’m not actually the queen and that I’m just a human fraud with the unlucky coincidence of having an identical face as the queen? What could I have done in these short few minutes to tip her off?

      “I can’t imagine what you must have gone through, Your Majesty, but know that I am here to help you in any way I can.”

      I turn to face her and see a small, thin smile stretched across her brown lips. Her eyes are also rimmed with brown, but the irises are a striking pale blue color. There’s a kindness I see in her eyes that is so potent, I swear I could drink it if someone poured it in a glass. It could also be a trick, but it feels real. Maybe if I tell the truth minus the fraud part, it will help. If I just tell my truth as it could apply to whatever actually happened to the queen, maybe interactions like this —where a fae suspects someone is off about me—will cause the fae to brush off anything strange they notice.

      “I was taken against my will,” I say, trying to sound all proper like she does. “Ti—Captain Firetail and his brother, St— found me and brought me here.”

      “That must have been terrifying! I hope whoever took you was punished.”

      “I… I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Of course, I won’t press you further. I am just grateful for your safe return.”

      “I think you’re right though,” I say. “I’m not ready to see everyone.” I hope Tien and Sterling aren’t sending out an announcement that the queen is back and will greet everyone in the throne room before dinner or something. I’ve seen it in movies. Scenes of townspeople lined up with gifts and neighborly quarrels as they wait for their turn to speak to the queen. I can’t do that. Not until I can correctly identify each of the queen’s brothers and sisters without screwing up. Ugh… it could definitely delay how quickly I can go home, but if I’m going to do this right, I have to be all in. “Could you send a message for me?” Is that how it works?

      “Would you like me to help you dress first?”

      “I’ll get started, you can help me finish, but this is timely,” I say. I don’t know if there will be laces or buttons, I won’t know how to work, but if I can at least get covered with underclothing, it won’t be as awkward to have her help.

      “Anything, Your Majesty.”

      I want to ask her to stop calling me that, to just call me Aria, but I can’t do that without giving myself away. And since Carys isn’t my actual name, it doesn’t feel right either.

      “Could you tell Captain Firetail that I need to see him before he makes any announcements of my return?” I want to ask for Sterling, but he has no rank so I worry it will be suspicious. I’ll have to ask Tien to help me find him. Or I’ll have to find him on my own. I’d like to look around, explore a bit before the responsibilities I don’t know how to handle pile up.

      “Of course. I’ll get him straightaway.”

      I need more coaching from Tien or Sterling or both. I’m eager to get home, but I won’t convince anyone else I’m queen if I don’t prep a little more. After the fae leaves, I get out of the bath and dry off. I look at what she has laid out for me to wear. I finger the soft pink fabric with ribbons and lace and bodice-like things that look like a corset.

      I blow out a breath, clutching the towel tighter around myself.

      The dress is definitely more luxurious and fit for a queen than the green and blue dress Tien bought for me in the Spring Court. But I’m definitely going to need help to get it all situated. I’m pretty sure the plain white dress that looks like a nightgown goes on first, so I drop the towel and pull it over my head.

      The fae returns a few minutes later and helps me with the rest of the dress. Then she stands me in front of a full-length mirror that she pulls out from a cubby in the wall.

      My hair is still damp. I have to keep my mouth from hanging open as I take in the regal dress and try not to squeal because I look just like a princess—er… a queen.

      My shoulders are mostly uncovered, and the bodice flows down to a simple Queen Anne neckline. I remember that term from the Homecoming Dance. Cassie was all about the v-neckline that showed off her breasts. Fortunately, this one is more tasteful and barely shows any cleavage. It’s more elegant and graceful. My arms are covered with a sheer pink, tulle-like fabric that goes just below my shoulders. I’ve never really liked to wear pink, but it makes my skin tone look stunning! The waist is broad but comfortable. A satin ribbon is tied in the front. Below my waist, the dress widens and has a triangular style. The skirt reaches all the way down, almost covering my feet, and it’s longer in the back.

      I can hardly wait for Sterling to see the dress. I try to sit patiently as the fae maid fixes my hair.

      Okay, so I’m anxious to get back home, but that bath was amazing and this dress… just wow. I can’t allow myself to get too comfortable, but there’s nothing wrong with enjoying it a little while I’m here, right?
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      Sterling’s eyes when he sees me in the dress is… well. Worth. It.

      Tien looked impressed too, but I’m sure that resulted from his feelings for the queen and my resemblance to her. He recovered quickly, then sternly reminded me I couldn’t delay seeing the subjects forever. He then insisted that we do some training together to get me ready. I agreed. Eventually, Tien led me to Sterling for a tour. I guess Tien had made announcements of the queen’s return and now has to update everyone with the change that the queen would see everyone later. That means training will have to wait. It’s fine by me and gives me some uninterrupted time with my boyfriend.

      Sterling’s expression when he sees me in the dress is magic. His eyes even shift to a darker shade of green. The smile that pulled at his lips looks as if it will never fade.

      We travel from room to room, Sterling guides me around to see the grand dining room and the ballroom, the small sitting room where the former king liked to have tête-à-têtes with his children, including the queen I’m pretending to be. It’s small and intimate. Seeing the room and hearing Sterling speak of him so fondly—even as a commoner—tells me the sort of father and king the former king was.

      On the main floor, he leads me to gilded double-doors that are about ten feet high. Two guards open them, and we walk out into the sunlight.

      “And this is the courtyard,” he says after they shut the doors behind us.

      “It’s beautiful,” I say, recognizing where we are immediately. It’s the courtyard just below my—Queen Carys’s—bedroom. I release my arms from his to more easily walk around some strange rose bushes that capture my attention. From above they just looked like orange or red roses, but up close, I can see there’s something different about them. I can’t quite put my finger on what it is though.

      “They’re forever-blooms,” Sterling says. I turn to see a serious expression with eyebrows furrowed and lips pursed. His hands clasp in front of him like some sentry, and he stays near the door. He acts as if he’s an intruder. Perhaps he’s never been allowed in the courtyard before.

      “Is that what they do?” I ask. “Forever bloom?”

      “Yes. They were her mother’s favorite. She planted them shortly after she married the king and moved to the Raven Palace.”

      “And they’ve been blooming ever since?” I ask, breathless at the thought. When I turn back to the nearly too-perfect roses, all fully bloomed, he nods. I realize that’s what was so strange about them. I don’t see a single budding, or closed rose. They are all are big and full and open wide. They’re also vibrant. I can almost feel a buzz of energy and life radiating from them.

      They’re beautiful.

      “Carys?” A childish voice says. It’s coming from the other side of the courtyard.

      Two young boys barrel toward me. One blond, one dark-haired. I only have seconds to brace myself before being bowled into by the two small fae. Luckily, they don’t knock me over. “You’re back!” The smaller, black-haired one breathes into my skirt.

      Queen Carys’s brothers.

      I rack my brain with all the memorized descriptions Sterling and Tien drilled into me about the queen’s siblings. If I get her brother’s names wrong—or any of her brother’s and sister’s names wrong—that could be the beginning of my undoing. The beginning of the suspicion that I’m a fraud and not actually the queen.

      But looking at their sweet faces as they turn to look up at me, I can’t help but smile and sink to the ground with them. I hold them tighter. “Oh, I’ve missed you so much,” I say, kissing the head of the blond-haired one.

      “When did you get back?” The black-haired one asks. I notice his ears are slightly pointed and his eyes are a dark brown. Rio. His name comes to me, and I know I’m right.

      “Just,” I say and then sneak a glance at Sterling. “Sterling snuck me in to get cleaned up first, and I just came down.”

      “Where have you been?” The blond one asks. He also has pointed ears, but his eyes are blue like mine. Leo. “Why did you leave us?”

      Stick to the story. The closer I stay to the story, the less likely I’ll be to mess it up later. “I was kidnapped, Leo,” I say. “Taken against my will. But now I’m here.”

      “The others will want to see you,” Leo says, snapping straighter and smiling. “Let’s go to your old room. The one with the portrait.”

      My stomach does a little flip. Everyone at once? I force myself not to look up at Sterling for help. I have a feeling he won’t be invited to a little family get-together, just as he couldn’t be around when I met the maid earlier. So much for promising to stay by my side no matter what. Hopefully, the rest of Queen Carys’s eleven brothers and sisters are as easy to remember as Leo and Rio.

      “Great!” I say, because how can I refuse the huge brown puppy-dog eyes that look up at me? “Could you and Rio gather everyone?” I ask. But I’m still trying to think of reasons I can’t go.

      I’m sick? I have to meet with some people? I’m worried I won’t remember all of your names and you’ll find out within seconds that I’m not your sister?

      “Come on, Rio,” Leo says, dragging his brother up by the hand.

      Rio seems reluctant to leave my side, so I give him a reassuring squeeze.

      “I’ll see you up there,” I say, having no idea how to get out of it. My mind is blank. It looks like I’m going. My words seem to appease Rio at least. He stands to follow his brother out. I know both of them are probably much older than me, even as little kids, but if they were human, I’d guess Leo is ten years old, and Rio is about six.

      “You’ll have to show me the way,” I whisper to Sterling, who has moved from his spot by the door to my side. He offers a hand.

      I take it and stand.

      He doesn’t answer and lifts his elbow for me to take again, and we walk out.

      I pull the berries and pouch of salt from my bra—no pockets in this fancy dress. “Will these help me know all their names? Or will they only protect me in case any of the princes or princesses sing a deadly lullaby that will make me dance until my feet bleed?”

      Sterling frowns. “Star fae don’t do that—”

      “Will these help me?”

      “Not with what you imply. Anything those would protect you from are all outside the palace walls.”

      I tuck the berries and salt back in their hidden spot. “I don’t think I can do this.”

      “You did just fine with Leo and Rio,” he says as we continue walking. “I was impressed.”

      I touch my fingers to my temple. “Yes, but that was only two of them.”

      “I have confidence in you,” Sterling says and continues leading me upstairs. “So does Tien.”

      I scoff.

      Sterling stops and looks down at me. “He wants you to succeed, I promise.”

      “Yeah but probably just for his own sake,” I say, rolling my eyes. “Just so he can save face. I doubt he truly cares if I mess this up.”

      “You’re wrong.” Sterling frowns. “If anything goes wrong, Tien will be duty bound to help get you out of it.”

      What? The man kidnapped me, yet his brother says he’ll be duty bound to help me if something goes wrong?

      “Tien is fiercely protective,” Sterling explains, seeing my incredulous expression. “Of Faerie, of the Raven Court, and especially of those he cares about and is close to. He’s not a bad person.”

      I release my grip from Sterling and step back with my arms folded. “He’s not a bad person?” I lift an eyebrow.

      “He was desperate.” He gestures with his hands. “But he also takes responsibility. Yes, he kidnapped you, but he’ll lay down his life for you now. He feels a responsibility for you. If something happens, if anyone suspects you aren’t her…” Sterling looks around for any listening ears. “He’ll be the first one to get you out of here and get you home. But I don’t think it will be necessary. I have full faith in you.”

      My heart speeds with every step. Sure, I did fine with Leo and Rio, but it was a brief encounter. There is plenty more I can mess up besides faces and names. What if one of them brings up a memory they have with Queen Carys, and I react wrong? Or I miss out on an inside joke? Do star fae have inside jokes? My thoughts churn, and I feel my emotions pull in a rapid downward spiral.

      “I can’t do this,” I say when we’re halfway down the third-floor hallway. “I can’t do this. What if I slip up? What if they figure it out?” Tears prick my eyes, and my breathing quickens. I can’t get enough air into my lungs.

      Sterling looks behind us and then pushes me toward some tall windows overlooking the front of the house. The sea is not far off. His green eyes lock with mine. By the way he squeezes the sides of my arms, I think he wants to pull me into a hug or kiss me but doesn’t dare in case someone sees.

      “We can come up with an excuse if you truly don’t think you can handle this,” he says. “But you were brilliant just now.”

      “But what if one of them asks something I can’t answer?” I pull away to look out the window. I blink several times but can’t help the frown that so forcefully pulls at my lips as the emotion threatens to burst through.

      He doesn’t immediately answer, and my doubt increases. “Then I think you should tell them the truth.”

      “What, that I’m a human impersonating their sister?”

      “No. That you’ve had some memory loss,” Sterling says quietly.

      I whip around.

      His expression is chagrined. He wasn’t supposed to know I had memory loss. The Kings promised not to mention it to anyone. Only Miss Wen and a few teachers. He couldn’t have known. How did he figure it out? Have I been that transparent?

      “How did you—”

      “It doesn’t matter,” he says with a sad smile. “But I’ve seen you flounder in your own life with memories. Play on that.”

      “Can something happen to a star fae that affects their memories?”

      “We are part human,” Sterling says. Then he kisses my forehead. “No one knows what happened to her or where she went. It’s very possible that something, physical or magical, could have happened to steal her memories.”

      I nod. I hope it doesn’t come to that. I will hide my memory loss as fiercely as I do in my real life, but I suppose I can use it as a crutch if needed.

      I exhale. “Okay. I can do it.” I can say the words, but even I don’t believe them.

      I don’t miss the open look of worry on my boyfriend’s face when he leaves me at another door that he can’t enter.
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        * * *

      

      This room is more of what I expected for a castle bedroom. It’s curious that the queen’s tastes changed so much from when she was the crown princess to becoming queen. It’s opulent, yet cozy.

      The room is round, and the center is lower, like a reverse platform, with three steps going down. Several of the queen’s siblings sit on the stairs but three others are perched on a luxurious bed that sits tucked away in front of a multi-paned window decorated with some sort of greenery. It looks like a garland that hangs horizontally across the top.

      Another sibling sits on one of those fancy bench-things at the foot of the bed. A few ornate mirrors and landscape paintings cover the walls. Richly intricate rugs sit under every piece of furniture.

      The buzzing chatter dies down as all eyes focus on me.

      At once, several rise and converge. Some rushing to me the way Leo and Rio did in the courtyard, the older ones walking slower. I am embraced by several of them.

      “Carys! Why did you leave us?” A small, green-skinned girl asks with tears streaming down her cheeks. The others have parted, but she clings to me. Her black hair is tied in a twist and hangs over one shoulder. I smile. She’s one of the smallest ones. When another one the same height and coloring steps next to her and wraps her arms around my other leg, I realize they’re the youngest twins. Sage and Ophi.

      “I’m sorry, sweet girl,” I say, reaching down to wipe the tears from her mint-green cheeks. “I didn’t mean to.”

      “What do you mean, you didn’t mean to?” A large teenage-looking boy asks. He didn’t join the group hug. His hair is cropped short to his skull, and his arms are thick. He has the stance and the expression of a bouncer. The pupils of his brown eyes are slit vertically, like a cat’s.

      Piz.

      He’s the one Tien mentioned is being prepped to take over as king in the Queen’s absence. He looks too young to be king! I mean, he looks only a year younger than me, maybe sixteen, but I have to remind myself that star fae age differently. He’s likely over a hundred years old.

      Piz looks angry. But I don’t know if it’s because he thinks it’s Carys’s fault she left and he feels abandoned, or if he wanted to be king and is angry that she’s back? Is he mad that his sister has returned to take back the throne that was almost his? That could be problematic.

      I pat the dark hair of the twins and lower my gaze. “I was taken,” I say.

      In my peripheral, I see Piz’s arms drop. “Taken?” he asks. This surprises him.

      I look up to meet his eyes again.

      “Sage. Ophi.” Another girl with green skin ushers the twins to release me. Her black hair is a cute pixie cut. “Let Carys sit.” She tries to pry Sage, the one with the hair twist from my leg, but the young girl only holds tighter.

      “It’s okay, Celeste,” I say with confidence. Then I turn to the girls. “Let’s sit.”

      After we’re situated—me with a twin on each side, huddled so close it feels like I’m practically sitting on them—my eyes lift and I see… me.

      Or rather a larger-than-life, massive portrait of me complete with the golden-blonde twist that hangs over one shoulder. But it’s unmistakably me.
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      No, it’s not me. I clamp my mouth shut and scold myself. It’s her. The queen. High Queen Carys.

      They told me I looked just like her. I’m amazed at how quickly and easily her siblings have accepted me as her, but I had no idea just how identical we were. Until just now as I’m seeing a portrait of her likeness with my real eyes.

      “It was a gift from Queen Silver, remember?” asks a small blonde-haired girl who looks like she could be my younger pre-teen sister aside from her blue, cat-like slit eyes. Geminia. “The Winter Queen?” she adds when she sees the obvious blank expression on my face.

      I look down at the pink fabric of my dress, fingering the material. Here we go. The first memory I don’t remember.

      “I guess you haven’t seen it since the coronation,” Leo says.

      I shake my head and venture another glance at it but immediately regret it. The girl in the painting looks so easy and confident, like she knows exactly who she is and where she belongs. Whereas, I don’t know who I am or even where I lived a year ago. How can I pretend to be that? How can I pretend to be her?

      “When you went missing, we thought it would be best to put it here,” Geminia says.

      “We come in here when we miss you,” little Ophi says, looking up at me with round eyes.

      I squeeze her tightly and say, “I’ve missed you too. I’m sorry I was away.”

      “Is it alright if Quin and I speak with you alone, Carys?” Piz asks. A pit forms in my stomach.

      Alone? I glance at Quin who looks like an older version of Leo, with the same shaggy blond hair but with dark hoops piercing his ears.

      The younger ones groan.

      “But she just got here!” Ophi laments and throws herself dramatically on my lap.

      “Yeah, that’s not fair,” Geminia says, huffing and folding her arms.

      “Why don’t you ask the cooks to make a special feast just for us in the family dining room?” Quin offers. “We won’t be long.” He looks to me for confirmation.

      I nod in agreement. It feels like they want to say things they can’t say in front of the little ones. I just hope it isn’t an accusation for being a fraud.

      “Then, if Carys isn’t too tired, we can be with her all night and talk,” Piz adds. “Like we did the night Father died.”

      Like when their father died? This family is so close, it brings tears to my eyes. I blink rapidly to rid them before anyone sees. It feels intrusive to agree to something so intimate with this family I don’t belong in. I’ll have to pretend to be too tired, even if I’m not.

      Everyone shuffles out except the three oldest boys. Atlas, apparently, complained that he’s not much younger than Quin and should be allowed to stay to hear whatever they didn’t want the little ones listening in on.

      “Who took you?” Quin asks when the door closes.

      I shake my head and don’t have to even focus to get tears to come back. I look up at her on the wall and try to absorb some of the confidence I see in her clear blue eyes, but I mix it with my obvious trauma in case I don’t seem like myself.

      “I don’t want to talk about it, except to say that Captain Firetail and Sterling found me and brought me here.”

      Piz folds his arms high, crossing his chest. “Is there anything else?”

      I search his slit-eyes that are a little disconcerting in their inhumanness, but I can see through them to the human side. They’re star fae. Maybe I can appeal to his human half.

      “Only that I don’t remember much,” I say truthfully.

      Atlas grumbles something about the winter queen, but Quin cuts him off. “We don’t know that!” he shouts.

      “Quin is right,” Piz says, relaxing his arms and searching my face. “Torture by any of the courts can cause short-term memory loss. We don’t want to jump to conclusions and go to war with a court that might be innocent.”

      “Queen Silver? Innocent?” Atlas scoffs, but the shooting glare that comes from Quin shuts him down again.

      “Short term?” Quin asks.

      “Yes,” Piz says. “It’s why she still remembers us.”

      I smile when he looks at me.

      His expression softens when I do. “I’m so glad you’re back,” he says. “You don’t know what they almost made me do!”

      “Yeah, can you imagine it?” Quin teases. “Piz as high king?”

      “Yes, Captain Firetail told me,” I say. While it would be good if Piz wanted the role since I don’t plan on staying too long, it’s nice that he’s not plotting my murder because he wants it so badly.

      They ask a few more questions that I answer as truthfully as possible, but I give no details beyond what I’d already experienced in Faerie so far. The boys seem content with my answers, so we head to family dinner. I hope I can keep up this charade.
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        * * *

      

      When I sink into the plush white bed in the pearlescent room hours after dinner, my mind goes back to the memories of the evening.

      A huge part of me wants to go back to Queen Carys’s old room, the one with the huge portrait and the strange circle reverse-platform. Aside from the eerily similar portrait that looks just like me, it was more comfortable. But most of her brothers and sisters are still there, several sleeping in the bed. They wanted me to stay. I wanted to stay, but it felt wrong. That was supposed to be the queen’s reunion with her family, and I took it from her.

      I took it from her, and they all bought it. Queen Carys’s siblings accepted me, no question.

      And I loved every second.

      I hear a soft knock at the door and sit up.

      “Who is it?” I ask.

      I don’t hear an answer, but the door slides open and Sterling pokes his head in.

      I bound from the bed and throw my arms around him before he can get the door completely closed. He didn’t expect my sudden enthusiasm and staggers backward.

      “Shhh,” he says, wrangling an arm to press a finger against his lips. “No one saw me come in, and I want to keep it that way. We don’t want rumors floating around.”

      “Sorry,” I hiss and then drop my arms. I lead him by the hand back up to the bed, pulling him down to lay beside me.

      “I take it today went well?” he asks once we’ve settled. He lays with his head cradled on his interlocked fingers behind his head.

      I turn to prop myself up with an elbow. “It was almost too easy,” I say. “I remembered all of their names. I didn’t mix any of them up.” I count things off on my fingers. “Not even the twins. So, either I’m a talented actress and made one hundred percent lucky guesses, or that thing about the faerie food helping with memory is true.” Maybe I’ll have to sneak some home for study sessions. Or maybe if I eat enough of it here, I’ll regain my own lost memories.

      Sterling doesn’t comment, so I sink back onto the pillow and stare at the ceiling.

      “It was strange though,” I say. “I have a connection with Ian, I really do, but it has taken months to build that brother-sister bond. But with those kids, with Queen Carys’s brothers and sisters, it was instant.” I stare at the glittering pearl hue of the ceiling that looks like some strange reverse-color galaxy and then prop myself up again to look at him. “Celeste even asked about you, so apparently we’re already to the talking about boys stage.”

      Sterling frowns. “Oh, yeah?” He lifts an eyebrow. “What did Princess Celeste ask?”

      “Well, you worry about rumors, but they’re already floating around.” I smile as I remember what she said. “She said it was obvious at the revel that we were in love.” As I say the words, I realize it wasn’t me she saw at the coronation revel. It was her actual sister. Queen Carys. I look down at the comforter, bedspread-thing beneath us and run a finger over it in swirling circle patterns. “She theorized that you were so distraught with her disappearance that you and your brother went to the ends of the earth to find me—her.” I wince at the last part and close my eyes.

      When I feel a warm touch on my still-moving fingers, I look up into the fierce, green eyes of the boy I prefer most as I realize he might prefer someone else who looks just like me. That could be the only reason he’s into me.

      His voice is low when he says, “I told you there was something budding between Carys and I before she disappeared.”

      I nod and press my lips together, but I have to look away for fear of what he’s about to say next.

      “But what she and I had is just an echo of what I have with you.”

      The words make my heart warm, but I’ve heard it before. But now I’m not sure how much truth there is to it. I think he believes what he says, but he and the lost queen have decades of history as best friends before their budding romance even began. I can’t compete with that.

      Minutes after Sterling leaves, Sage and Ophi knock on the door and want to crawl into bed with me. I let them, loving the idea of having younger sisters who adore me. But as I stroke the dark hair of the sleeping Ophi away from her face and trace a finger along the green forehead and nose of Sage like I imagine a mother would, a terrifying realization hits me:

      I am getting too comfortable.

      I can’t allow myself to get too comfortable and risk staying too long. It could be deadly if the real queen actually comes back. Reluctantly, I stand to move to the couch, leaving the sweet sleeping girls in the queen’s comfortable bed alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      My smile is easy when Tien guides me into a small sitting room. I only glance around briefly, but I can tell it’s the same sitting room—with the two powder-blue loveseats facing each other—where Sterling said the late king used to have one-on-one conversations with his kids.

      I bet he was a good dad. I can imagine Piz sitting forward with his elbows resting on his knees across from the king as he got a pep talk. Or Sage sitting on his lap and playing with the buttons or cuff links on the sleeve of his shirt while Ophi combs her fingers through his hair, seeing how high she can make it spike upward.

      Obviously, I have no idea what kind of dad the king was, but he made time with his kids. And that says a lot. It makes me think of Blake and the way he does the same with me. Sitting to binge a cheesy Hallmark marathon on the couch and handing me a freshly popped bowl of popcorn. He hates the sappy romance movies, but he’s done it more than once. He puts effort into connecting with Ian too.

      I wonder if my birth dad even compared to Blake or the former king of Faerie.

      I shake my head of the image and walk toward one of the tall, narrow windows that look out onto the courtyard with the forever-bloom roses. Mashing the two worlds together in my head—comparing Blake to a Faerie King—is giving me a headache.

      Across the way, on another window ledge, I see my raven perched. One of her beady black eyes meets mine briefly before she ducks her head to preen her feathers. She found me. I haven’t seen her since I arrived at the palace, so seeing her is comforting. Like home. Glancing at her, I can easily imagine I’m sitting in my bedroom and she’s perched just outside my window or that I’m sitting in Biology class. Safe and secure in my world.

      Tien clears his throat.

      I turn to him and clap my hands once. “Okay! Teach me all the things!” I say and walk toward one of the love seats.

      Maeve, my maid whose name I learned when Ophi said it this morning, dressed me in a simpler dress today. It’s still luxurious with its royal blue soft fabric, but the cut of the dress doesn’t require so many ties and stays. It moves easier than the pink number I wore yesterday. The boat neckline lays just below my collarbone, so I feel more comfortable in it, too. But as I walk, I see scattered flashes of light dance across the floor. I look down to see tiny glittering specks along the skirt. I didn’t notice them until the sun’s rays illuminated them.

      I feel Tien’s eyes on me and become self-conscious, so I plop down on one loveseat and lean back with both arms stretched out along the backrest. I catch a frown when I look up at the captain. He erases it almost instantly when he looks down at some red leather-bound journal-thing he holds. He remains standing just to the side of the other love seat.

      “What?” I ask without sitting straighter. Trying to tease a smile out of him. “Is it my posture? Am I not regal enough for you?”

      I don’t get the smile, so I drop my hands to my lap and attempt to sit straighter with my shoulders back.

      “I’ll find someone I can trust to teach you,” he says, waving a hand at me. “But Carys is strange that way, so it might not matter.”

      “What do you mean she is strange that way?”

      He finally meets my eyes and rounds the arm rest to sit across from me. “Carys is proper… sometimes.” Now he smiles and shakes his head. “She either wears finery with her hair arranged perfectly, or she wears trousers and stomps around like a servant girl who smells like cabyll-ushteys.”

      “Sounds like your queen was excellent at compartmentalizing,” I say. None of this is new; Sterling has told me this much about the queen.

      “What do you mean?” he asks, furrowing his brows.

      “I mean, when she needed to be the queen and be all responsible with her queenly stuff, she did it and she acted the right way. And when she wanted to let her hair down,” I lift the twist of my hair from my shoulder briefly to illustrate, “and hike through the woods or ride her scary horse, she could do that too. Just like you said.”

      A pensive look crosses his face as he considers that. I don’t miss the small smile creeping up his lips as he tries to hide it by looking down at whatever is written in the journal.

      “Why the smile?”

      He waves a dismissive hand.

      “I need to know her, Tien!” I say. “Did you know I was nearly perfect last night with her brothers and sisters? Not a single one of them doubted for a second that I wasn’t her. I got all of their names right, I didn’t mix them up, and I convinced all of them I am their long-lost sister.”

      Tien looks at me.

      “But none of that will matter if I slip up because you won’t tell me what you know about her. I need to know more than names and faces. I need to learn her quirks and personality too.”

      “You’re right. She was excellent at playing whatever role she was in,” he says. “Most of the time.” The smile returns, but he doesn’t look at me.

      “But sometimes she wasn’t?”

      Tien shakes his head and still won’t meet my eyes. “Shortly before the king died, I accompanied her to Graycrest, the capital of the Autumn Court.”

      I want to prod him when he doesn’t continue, but I can see he’s mulling something over. I don’t want to break his train of thought.

      “I was so angry with her that day,” he says so quietly I wonder if he’s forgotten I’m still in the room. “I shouted at her for not fulfilling her duties.” He closes his eyes tightly. “But that makes little sense because she was an excellent and dutiful crown princess. Always attending meetings with diplomats and learning alongside her father.”

      “But you were mad at her that day because you thought she wasn’t doing what she should?”

      “Yes,” Tien’s green eyes open and meet mine briefly before flitting away. “She was fiery that day and almost uncomfortable in her finery. It was like she was the girl in the trousers, forced to wear a dress.” He frowns again, confused.

      “So maybe she didn’t compartmentalize well that day?”

      “I had never seen her so lovely,” he whispers and immediately clears his throat in embarrassment, studying his journal again.

      “It’s okay,” I say. “You loved her. I know that. I just—” My mouth slams shut the second his eyes meet mine, and fire rushes like a pulse from my chest through my veins.

      “Just?”

      Now I’m the one swallowing hard. “I knew you loved her,” I repeat. “I just didn’t realize you were in love with her.”

      “I wasn’t, I—” Tien cuts off his own words. “Let’s get started.” He flips the pages of his book until he lands on the one he wants. “Since you’ve learned the royal family, now you need to learn the different court royalty and the praefectus of the different courts.”

      “Pray-fact-what?” That word alone is enough to stop me from prodding about his love for the queen.

      “The praefectus are the liaisons, or the ambassadors, between the star fae and the full fae,” he says. “We have at least one of high power in each of the court capitals and many in the other prominent cities and towns. Well, all except for the Underwater Court.”

      “What? You couldn’t buy a scuba suit for someone?” I ask, laughing at my joke. I stop when I get a shooting glare, but I still have to protest. “How long do you plan to keep me here? It feels like you’re training me to stay for the long haul. I thought I just needed to convince a few people that the queen is back, then I’d be back on my merry way. Back to my world. But now you’re having me learn more names?”

      “Yes, we have to convince them first,” he says. “And the most important ones to convince are the full fae royalty and the praefectuses. In order to do that, you need to know their names and which courts they rule.”

      “Yeah, okay,” I agree and try not to grumble at what will probably be a very boring lesson in politics.
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        * * *

      

      “So, Queen Calla is the queen of the Spring Court?” I say wearily. It feels like we’ve been at this for hours. My stomach growls again to confirm it.

      “No. Queen Calla is King Aeden’s mate, his wife.” Tien draws in a heavy breath and releases it slowly. His patience with me is nearly gone. “King Aeden and Queen Calla rule the Summer Court. Queen Mia is the queen of the Spring Court.”

      “Right. Mia.” I whisper. Why can’t I get these right? But in my defense, he’s thrown over twenty names at me and some names are strange like Quamara Hazelfalls and Malarue Airhart… or maybe it was Quamara Airhart and Malarue Hazelfalls? If Tien asks me which court either of them belong to, or are praefectus to, I know I’ll get it wrong.

      “Aria, you must focus!” Tien says.

      “I know, I know,” I say as my stomach grumbles again. I didn’t get breakfast. “Can we stop and eat?” I lament. “I know it will help! Eating helped last time.”

      “Fine,” he says, slamming the journal closed.

      “Why can’t I carry around one of those?” I ask, pointing at the journal. “You have one.”

      “I don’t carry this around,” he says, twisting it in the air. “I wanted to make sure I didn’t miss anyone important, especially since there have been some recent changes amongst the praefectus. But I know these fae.” He sighs. “It shouldn’t be so hard for you to learn them.”

      I bristle and stand up with arms folded. “And how do you know these fae, Captain Firetail?” I ask with venom. “Oh right, it’s because you’re also fae and you’ve lived in Faerie your entire life!” For likely hundreds of years, even. “Of course you know them! Cut me some slack!”

      Tien stands and marches toward me. I remain firm and don’t step back from his sudden movement, even as my pulse quickens.

      “This is important, Human-Aria,” he says.

      “Don’t call me that.” But as the words leave my lips, I see he regrets what he said before I spoke.

      “I’m sorry.” His breath is minty, not like toothpaste but more of an earthy-mint. Like he chews on mint leaves in his spare time.

      I try to focus on what else he might do in his spare time—like badminton tournaments or stamp collecting—and not the erratic tempo of my heart that’s making my hands shake at my sides.

      “It’s all well and dandy that you’ve learned the royal family,” he continues, sliding right past his quick apology. “They were the first test, but none of them have any power in Faerie unless their elder siblings die.”

      “Meaning, the queen would have to die first,” I say, keeping my head high despite my discomfort.

      “Or you, since you’re pretending to be the queen.”

      “Right. Or me.”

      “But the court royalty?” he says, holding up the journal again. “They have power regardless and will quickly and easily take it from you if they find out you’re not Carys. And the praefectuses? If you don’t get these simple names and who they represent correct, they’ll know immediately. And not all of them are entirely loyal to the crown. Carys has been a politician most of her life. This is as easy as breathing to her.”

      Yes, but I’m not Carys. I want to say but don’t dare as my heart threatens to burst from my chest. Instead, I mutter, “I never should have agreed to this.”

      “I’ll have some food sent.” He ignores my statement and then turns to walk toward the door.

      I crumble to the couch, or love seat, or whatever it is, and feel an overwhelming feeling of dread replace whatever I felt a moment ago. I can’t do this. My doubt creeps in again. It’s too much. Too much rides on this. There are too many ways for me to screw this up.

      “You’re right,” I call before he leaves.

      Tien turns slightly.

      “The longer I stay, the sooner someone will see me as a fraud.” And it’s your fault if I fail, I want to add. But that won’t matter if I lose my head for treason.

      “You’ll get this, you can learn enough.”

      I shake my head. I’m not convinced. “But what if I can’t? What if someone sees through all of this?” I wave a hand at myself and push back the panic that wants to punch a hole through my chest.

      “Then I’ll get you out,” he says softly, but with a force that sends a shiver rippling along my skin. “I’ll get you home.”

      Just as Sterling promised, Tien is everything noble and protective.

      But another thing nags at me.

      “And what happens when she comes back?” I ask. “Or what if she shows up unexpectedly and sees me wearing her dresses and pretending to be her? What then?”

      “I have a plan for that too.”

      He turns on his heel and leaves the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Tien never came back, which is irritating. He fulfilled his promise to send food but left me in that sitting room in the palace to find my own way around. I don’t have a watch and there isn’t a clock on the wall, but I spent at least a half hour gathering the courage just to leave the room. I had to give myself a massive pep talk about acting like I know where I am going. I still knew I was about to get lost in the hallways of the palace.

      I just pray I run into stupid Tien or Sterling before I make an utter fool of myself. Nothing says imposter like a girl who doesn’t know the way around her own house. I curse the captain under my breath as I walk down at least three identical corridors without recognizing a thing.

      Yep, definitely lost.

      Eventually, I decide to go downstairs. If I find my way to the courtyard with the forever-bloom roses, I’ll just stay there until someone finds me. Maybe I’ll play a game with one of the twins and pretend I don’t know my way.

      After several wrong turns and a few dead ends, I make it to the main floor and find the entrance to the courtyard. Two guards open the double doors for me to enter. A fluttering near a bush catches my eye. It’s Maeve.

      “Your Majesty, I can leave I was just—”

      I raise a hand and smile. “You can stay,” I say, and rack my head for any way to have her guide me somewhere. But I don’t know where I want to go. So, I walk purposefully toward a stone bench and sit like that was my intention all along.

      Maeve is snipping roses and places them in a basket hooked on the crook of her arm.

      I open my mouth to ask what happens to forever-bloom roses when they’re cut from the bush but realize it’s probably something the queen already knows. It would be a weird question to ask. A suspicious question.

      “Who are those for?” I ask instead.

      “For your room,” she says, ducking her head in case it isn’t something I want. “You spend so much more time in this courtyard than you used to, and often gaze at it from your window, I thought you’d like a few arrangements in your room.” She watches me with dark eyes and bated breath. She’s observant. That could pose a problem if I’m not careful.

      “I would like that,” I say. “Thank you, Maeve.”

      She nods and continues her snipping.

      Gah!! I just need to figure out a way back up to Queen Carys’s bedroom so I can enjoy them! Stupid Captain Firetail who abandoned me. I wish I knew where Sterling was.

      Maeve shoots me several sidelong glances as she takes her time picking just the right blossoms. It doesn’t surprise me when she asks, “Is something amiss, Your Majesty? Excuse my forwardness, but you haven’t seemed much like yourself lately.”

      It’s the second time she’s mentioned that. Panic bursts from my chest outward, making me dizzy. It’s a good thing I’m sitting or else my legs would surely buckle underneath me. She’s a little too observant. Does she suspect?

      Stick to the truth. It’s my best tool.

      “I just had a meeting with Tie… with Captain Firetail. He expects more of me than I can handle right now.” And probably ever, but I don’t say that.

      “From what I know about the Captain—”

      The double doors swing wide, cutting her off. I’m irritated until I see the ash blond hero-hair of my boyfriend who rounds a rosebush. His entire face lights up, and his green eyes sparkle when he sees me. The sudden lift of my heart scrambles my thoughts for a second. I have to re-focus and remember that Maeve is still here and that I can’t act the way I do when Sterling and I are alone or in my world.

      “What was that about the captain?” I ask, turning back to my maid.

      She waves a hand. “Who am I to tell you?” she says. “You know the captain better than I do, especially with your close relationship to this stable boy.”

      Sterling frowns, but only I see it.

      “Could you leave us, Maeve?” I ask. Sterling has a sparkle in his eyes. It’s mischievous, and my gaze lingers longer than it should. I have to wrench my gaze away so the maid doesn’t see.

      “Of course, Your Majesty.” She bows slightly and excuses herself.

      “How did this morning go?” Sterling asks. “With Tien?”

      “It’s like he’s training me to stay forever,” I say. I groan and throw my hands in the air. “He made me memorize all these names of court royalty and pray-fact-whatever, I can’t even remember what they’re called.”

      “Praefectus?”

      “Yes, those.” I point at him. “He made me memorize a bunch of those too, but I don’t see how any of it will help if I don’t recognize them. And their names are so… so… so…” I snap my fingers as I try to think of the best way to describe it.

      “So different?”

      “So weird!” I shout at the same time. “I don’t know how I’ll remember any of them. Why can’t the fae name their kids John or Michael instead of Hazelwort and Beechbottom?” I make a face.

      Sterling slowly walks toward me, and I think he’s about to pull me into his arms for a comforting hug. Instead, he takes my hands and squeezes my fingers while looking down at me with warmth. “I don’t know anyone named Beechbottom,” he says, lifting one corner of his mouth upward into a half-smile.

      I chuckle. “Yeah, that wasn’t one of them.”

      “Can I show you something?” he asks, a little breathless, like he’s not sure if he should be asking.

      I draw my eyebrows together and shake my head. “Yeah. Why are you acting so strange?” I lean closer to him and lower my voice. “I get that I look like her, I’ve seen the painting, but I’m not actually the queen. I’m your girlfriend.”

      He rolls his eyes. “I know. Believe me, I know you’re not her.” The smirk falls serious, and I think he’s about to close the short distance between our lips in a kiss, but he steps back instead.

      “Yes, you can show me something,” I say, keeping one hand hostage when he tries to pull away. He moves it so I’m clutching the crook of his arm instead. He leads me out of the courtyard through the main level and finally out of the palace entirely.

      “You know, Carys wasn’t always perfect,” Sterling says when we’ve walked several steps onto the grounds. “Sure, she had her moments of brilliance as a princess and handled things the way the king would have before he died, but she didn’t always do or say the right things.”

      “I doubt she had a hard time remembering names,” I grumble.

      “No,” Sterling agrees. Then he reaches up with his free hand to squeeze my fingers that are hooked on his arm.

      “There’s so much about this world I don’t know!” I can already envision being thrown into some cold dungeon with chains attached to stone walls and prisoners howling throughout the night. Or being sent straight to the gallows while hordes of fae gather to watch my execution. It’s pretty clear that Tien won’t let me go home until I’ve proven myself. But he did say he’d get me out if someone figures it out. Still, I’d prefer to just get it right so I can go home and avoid all that. “I don’t even know why you’re called star fae! I mean, I know you’re part fae and part human, but you call your court the Raven Court, so why are you the star fae and not something like the raven fae? Or why not call your court the Star Court? Your logic is weird.”

      Sterling ducks his head in a smile and looks at the dirt pathway in front of us.

      “I know, I know. I should have asked you all of this before,” I say. “I should have been that fascinated girlfriend who needs to know everything about the fae right when I learned what you were.” But that silly phobia that has strangely fled since I’ve been here, prevented me from wanting to know anything.

      Sterling looks at me again. “But I love that about you,” he says, and we pause on the road. We lock eyes. “You know that.”

      I tilt my head. “You love that I didn’t ask?” That I was too terrified?

      His lips form a straight line, but his eyes still crinkle in a smile. “No, that you wanted to be with me without knowing any of it, but it also wasn’t the reason you were attracted to me. I’m not some sort of novelty to you. You didn’t care what I was, and you still want to be with me.”

      I step closer to him, and my eyes fall to his lips. “Of course I do,” I say, looking back into his eyes. “And you’re right. I didn’t ask because other than not wanting to come here, ever, it didn’t matter what you were.”

      I think he’s about to kiss me, but I’m disappointed when we walk again.

      “So, you want to know why we’re called star fae?”

      “It’s something the freaking star fae Queen would know. And since I’m pretending to be her…” I shoot him a sidelong glance.

      Sterling chuckles through closed lips. “Then I need to tell you a bit of our history.”

      “Okay.”

      Sterling stops again and looks around us. We’re walking through some trees. While I assume we’re alone, we’re in Faerie. The memory of the fae who literally wanted a piece of my arm makes me shudder. We might be alone, but who knows what lurks in the trees?

      Sterling seems satisfied with whatever he can see, or not see, and releases me to crouch down to rest on the balls of his feet. He picks up a stick and draws in the dirt. I crouch too, but in this dress, I know I won’t last long before I topple over. So, I stand again and fold my arms.

      I watch as Sterling draws what looks like a crescent moon laying down, then five misshapen circles at the top that would connect the two points of the moon if he drew a line between them.

      “This is a map of Faerie,” Sterling says, pointing at the drawing. “Roughly. I’m no artist.”

      My arms drop, and I bend over to look closer. “It looks like a moon and stars.”

      “Yes.” He draws a line through the map, cutting the tips of the crescent shape off from the rest. “This,” he says pointing to the cutoff portion and the stars, “is the Summer Court.” He sections the moon portion into three more parts and points to the middle portion. The very bottom portion. “This is the Winter Court. To the west is the Spring Court, and to the east is the Autumn Court.” He points to the left and right of the Winter Court as he speaks. “Of course, the Underwater Court is in The Sea of Neptulus.” He points to the negative space in the middle. And we are here.” He draws a small section on the inside edge of the Spring Court near the center and glances up at me. “This is West Raven.”

      “West Raven.” I fold my arms again and tilt my head. “Right, you said the Raven Court was scattered. So is there an East Raven and a North and South? Where are they?”

      “Not South. We didn’t settle in any portion of the Winter Court.” He turns back to the drawing and carves out a small half circle of the Autumn Court on the outer edge. “This is East Raven.” Then he points to the right tip of the Summer Court. The western tip. “And though technically this is part of the Summer Court, it’s also North Raven. The summer fae mostly live on the western tip.”

      I glance back at the map with incredulity. “Why are you scattered all over?”

      “It was the only way to survive.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, long ago when the star fae tried to integrate themselves into the different courts, fifty thousand of them were slaughtered.”
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      I’m speechless. They killed fifty thousand?

      “Only about two thousand survived and only four hundred and twenty stayed in Faerie,” Sterling says, swirling the dirt around to erase the map. He stands and brushes off his hands before offering his elbow for me to take. We continue walking.

      “Where did the rest go?” I ask.

      “To live in the mortal world. The human world.”

      “Did they stay forever? Or did they come back?” I ask. “I thought going to my world was like a death sentence for you because it shortens your life span by hundreds of years.”

      “No, they stayed. They thought it was better to live seventy or eighty years than live in fear of a violent death for seven hundred years.”

      “Oh.” It was hard for my human brain to comprehend, but I imagine it would be like choosing to live safely for seven or ten years instead of risking the potential to live to be eighty or even a hundred. I don’t know what I would choose. I’d probably risk it for the possible longer life.

      “That’s why my people named our court the Raven Court. Because we settled as if by a bird or raven. Unless traveling through the other courts, one can only get from one section of the court to another by air.”

      “So tragic.” I immediately feel a connection and awe for the name of the court I’m pretending to be the queen of. Before he can explain more, we approach a building that looks and smells very much like the sort of place a fantasy world would keep their horses.

      It also smells strongly of seaweed.

      I pull my arm from Sterling’s and halt my steps.

      “This isn’t…”

      His smile is tentative but comforting. “You should meet them.”

      I take a step back as my pulse quickens. I feel betrayed. Why would he bring me somewhere so dangerous? I’m supposed to just convince a few fae that I’m the queen and then go home! I didn’t agree to be fed to the wolves!

      Sterling reaches out a hand. “I promise they won’t hurt you. I won’t let them hurt you.”

      I shake my head and press my lips together. Walking into stables that hold carnivorous water horses would be exactly like walking into the lion’s cage at a zoo. “I’d rather not be eaten today.”

      “You’ll be fine,” he says. “And since you look just like her, I bet both Zebsar and Madseok won’t even bat an eye.”

      “But that’s what I’m afraid of,” I say. “You can’t trick animals. They’ll know I’m not her. I probably don’t smell enough like her. I’m not even the right species!”

      “Tell you what. Let’s just walk in,” he says with hands held palm up. “We won’t go into their stalls if you don’t feel comfortable. I just think it would be good if you saw them.” I’m about to refuse again when he adds, “Nothing will tip the fae off more than if the queen refuses to even see her cabbyll-ushtey.” He points in the palace’s direction and lifts an eyebrow. “It will be hard enough to explain why you won’t ride them, but I think we can remedy that by explaining you’re too busy or still recovering from your unexpected absence. But you should at least take the time to visit.” Sterling holds out an outstretched hand again, which I reluctantly take and squeeze tightly as he leads me into the stable.

      He’s right. I hate that he’s right. I’m just getting deeper and deeper into this queen thing, and I’m not sure I like it. First Tien and now Sterling.

      I don’t even have my neraidaphobia to fall back on. I didn’t think I’d miss it, but Sterling wouldn’t force me to see the water horses if I was shaking uncontrollably and about to go into shock, or about to be sick. Or running away screaming for my life. Maybe I should do all those things.

      But I don’t. I can’t force them.

      It takes several seconds for my eyes to adjust to the lower light, but I’m on high alert as we walk past several stalls with what seems to be very normal-looking horses. But right as I ease into the situation, I catch a glimmer of red from my peripheral. When I turn to meet the gaze of a sleek charcoal-gray horse, I see that his eyes glow a demonic-like crimson.

      Shuddering, I grip Sterling’s hand tighter and step closer to him. He squeezes it back and turns to offer another reassuring smile.

      “This is Zebsar,” he says, stopping at a stall toward the back right as the snout of a pale-gray horse pops up and over the door.

      I step back but make sure I’m not within biting range of any horses behind me.

      Sterling pats the head of the horse, which lets out a guttural sound and then a high-pitched squeal that sounds like a dolphin. The affection between my fae boyfriend and his pet might-as-well-be-a-tiger horse is obvious. He doesn’t seem concerned about losing a few fingers and even crouches down to pick up a handful of seaweed from a bucket. The animal eats it right from his hand.

      “I thought they ate meat,” I say, still keeping my distance. I note that Zebsar has flat teeth like a regular horse. Not very carnivorous-like.

      “They do,” he says, rubbing the space between Zebsar’s eyes as he chews. “But seaweed is a treat. They love it. And they have to touch salt water to transform into their water-horse nature. So, while we feed them meat occasionally here in the stables, we usually take them down to the water to feed since it’s easier.”

      “What do you mean? How is it easier?”

      Sterling gestures to his horse but takes a breath before speaking. He’s watching my reaction to whatever he’s about to say next. “Well, they look much less horse-like when they touch the water. Their manes lengthen and have a seaweed-like texture. And…” Again, he pauses. “And their teeth sharpen.”

      “Oh,” I say and swallow a hard lump.

      I’m about to bow out and tell Sterling I’ve seen enough, and I’m never coming back when the creature in the very back stall catches my eye. My arms drop, and I walk toward him. I feel a sort of pull to this animal who might just as well make a meal out of me if I’m not careful. It’s a good thing I have no salt water to sharpen his teeth. I’m warily drawn toward him and shove my fear to the back. Somehow, I know he won’t harm me unless I do something reckless. The stall looks larger than the others. It takes up the entire back of the building so more sunlight shines into it with three walls that have window-like openings. The beast lifts his pale silver face until it shimmers in the pillar of light. He blows out a puff of air that quivers his lips.

      I lift my hand slowly, inviting the cabyll-ushtey to come closer and allow me to stroke his snout. He does but keeps his head turned in order to fix one red eye on me. Somehow, the eye is ruby-colored and not so sinister like the other horse.

      I hold my breath before I touch the animal. The second my fingers stroke the silky-smooth hide, he bows his head and closes his eyes. After a second, a rippled shiver moves like a wave across the muscles of his silvery pearlescent back. Were it not for the latched door between us, I might be tempted to climb right onto him.

      “Aria, meet Madseok,” Sterling whispers behind me in a voice full of awe and reverence. “The queen’s cabyll-ushtey.”

      My eyes close at the mention of my name. It’s been so long since I was called by my name—other than Tien’s little human-Aria quip in training—but I’m immediately irked by the second statement: Meet Madseok. The queen’s cabyll-ushtey. Like I’m jealous this creature belongs to her when he should clearly be mine.

      I jerk my hand away at the thought. Madseok pulls away too, but only for a moment before he lowers his head again. He’s a magnificent creature. All muscles and hard lines. The pull to ride him is nearly overwhelming. I don’t know if I’ve ever ridden a horse, if I’d know what to do if I gave into the urge.

      When I look at Sterling, his eyes are wide, and his mouth forms an O. Regaining his composure, he straightens. “He thinks you’re her.” Then he winks and reaches out for my hand. “I told you that would happen.”

      “Yeah, I guess,” I say, taking his hand. I glance back at Madseok once more before walking toward the exit with him. Before we reach the doorway, I yank his arm toward me and in one quick motion, I hook my free arm around his neck and pull him down until our lips meet.

      The kiss is short and sweet. I press my forehead to his and breathe in the air between us as the memory of our first kiss floods my thoughts. Sterling had driven me home from school that day, and we’d been talking all afternoon in the backyard until shadows and the darkness of twilight covered everything.

      We parted, and I looked up into his strange green eyes that looked even more inhuman up close. It has to be contacts, I told myself. There’s no other explanation. A small smile played on his face and Sterling sighed. He didn’t pull away from me but dropped his hands from my face.

      “I’ve wanted to do that for a long time,” he said.

      “A long time? We haven’t known each other long.”

      He lifted a shoulder. “I’ve wanted to do that since the moment I laid my eyes on you.”

      “Yeah, I don’t believe in love at first sight, buddy,” I said and leaned back. We were sitting on the bench on the back porch. Although what did I know? Maybe I believed in love at first sight before my memories vanished.

      He gripped my wrist, keeping me from standing and walking away. “It’s not that,” he said. “That’s not what I’m saying this is.” He gestured between us. “But that doesn’t make my wanting to kiss you any less true.”

      I smiled. “Okay, then what took you so long?”

      And that’s when he told me what he was. A half-human, half-fae visiting the human world. That’s when he told me I looked just like this long-lost queen he’d been looking for. And that he thought he was falling in love with her.

      Of course, I avoided him for two days after that, and the thing with the faerie encyclopedia and the Crown Burger dumpster happened. But once I’d accepted what he was and mulled over his words, I decided I could get over my phobia only as it applied to him. Then I confronted him.

      “About the other day, when you kissed me,” I started. We were on my back patio again. “You said you wanted to kiss me since the moment you saw me because I look like your queen. The queen you’re in love with?”

      He was understandably wary after the last time he spoke of what he was and where he came from. “Actually, if you remember our first encounter, I figured out pretty quickly that you weren’t her,” he said and stepped closer. I didn’t move. “And before you take offense, I wanted to kiss you more when I figured that out.”

      “Oh, yeah?” I said, lifting the corners of my lips, hooding my eyes and tilting my chin up.

      His hands slowly found my waist, and he pulled me closer to him. “Yes. I know you’re not her. But even if she were here right now, I’d want to be kissing you, Aria Whisk.”

      At the memory, I tilt my head upward to press my lips against Sterling’s again and feel his arms wind their way around me. His fingers splay against the small of my back as he deepens the kiss and guides me backward toward the stable wall.

      Kraa! My raven snaps me from the memory and the kiss. I smile as we pull apart.

      “Wasn’t our first kiss also interrupted by a damned raven?” he asks. Then he leans forward for one last quick kiss.

      “I’m pretty sure it’s the same one,” I say when we part. I thread my arm through his so we can walk out of the stable. “She followed me here.” It’s the first time I’ve ever spoken about her aloud. To anyone.

      His head snaps to me. “Followed you?”

      “Yes. Is that common?” I ask as he guides me out into the sunlight. “For birds to travel back and forth between worlds? Can they do that?”

      “How do you know it’s the same bird?”

      “She has these strange, red-tipped wings.”

      Sterling jerks his arm from mine and rushes forward to look up into the canopy. I look up too, searching for wherever she’s perched, but it seems she’s flown off somewhere.

      “What is it?” I try to keep my voice steady, but it takes a lot to panic Sterling. I’ve only ever seen the tense lines of his shoulders that one time he was late to football practice. He’s a little too easygoing for his own good.

      “I can’t be sure unless I see her, but I don’t think this raven is a common raven.”

      I swallow hard. “What do you think she is?”

      “A morrigu.”

      “A more-a-what?”

      “Morrigus are shape shifters. Usually female. They are full fae who shift into ravens. In their higher forms, they look very much like star fae, or a human.”

      “Do you think this full fae raven-shifter is the bird I’ve been seeing all this time? She liked to hang outside my bedroom window!” My feelings toward my raven suddenly shift into terror.

      “I suspect she’s been spying on you.”

      “But why? I’m just a human?”

      “With the face of a queen.” Sterling shoots me a pointed look, and I suddenly see the resemblance between his brother and him other than their similar eye color.

      “Why didn’t she ever try to talk to me? Or shift or whatever into a human?” But all the questions drown themselves out when another, more bone-chilling, thought trumps all the rest. “What if she tells someone I’m not the queen?”

      Sterling freezes and looks at me, horror-struck. Clearly, he hadn’t thought of that. “Wait. How long has she been watching you?”

      “Since before I met you.”
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      I’m whisked away to some dinner I was unaware of before Sterling and I can find Tien and tell him about the raven-shifter. Of course, Sterling isn’t invited to the dinner. Despite my protests that as queen I should have anyone I want at the dinner, he refuses to make it a thing and urges me to go without him.

      I don’t have time to change, so I arrive in the simple blue, but fancy and shimmery, gown I’ve worn all day.

      I’m escorted to a bigger, more opulent dining room than the one I ate in with the queen’s brothers and sisters last night. Tapestries that depict strange creatures with horns and serpent-like bodies decorate the grayish-green painted walls. The chandelier hanging in the center above the long table is made of plated gold with gemstones embedded. I bet they’re real. The lighting looks like LED lights. When the color changes from yellow to a warm orange glow, I know it’s some sort of lighting technology. I wonder if we got the tech from the fae or if it was the other way around. But it’s the golden sconces on the wall that draw my eye. Tiny orbs of bluish-white light hover above each one. It’s all I can do not to stare as they seem to dance above the ornate fixtures.

      Everyone in attendance rises from their seats when I enter. My heart flutters with nerves when several of them bow. I can’t relax until I realize I recognize most of the faces in the room. Several of Queen Carys’s siblings are there, the older ones. So is Tien, who pulls out the chair at the head of the table for me.

      “Don’t stare,” he whispers as my eyes flit to the sconces on the wall again. “They’re just will-o’-the-wisps.”

      Right. I’ve heard of those. I direct my focus to the fae at the table and recognize the general with the teal hair and mustache who we met in the canyon before arriving in the Raven Court. Was it only yesterday?

      General Luto. Happily, I remember his name.

      At the far end are several faces I don’t recognize, but as soon as we sit, they are in deep conversation with one another. By their black clothing, which matches the General’s and Tien’s, I assume they wear military uniforms.

      Tien pushes my seat forward and then seats himself to my right. The general is on my left.

      “I didn’t expect you back so quickly,” I say to the general. “When you asked for the Captain’s help, I assumed the situation was tricky.” I try not to wince at the lame way it comes out, but I catch the smile Tien tries to hide. I don’t think he’s making fun of me. If I spoke wrong, I think I’d get a frown. I must have said or done something right.

      “The situation was easily remedied, Your Majesty,” the general says as they place food in front of us. I get the first plate. A pale purple berry sauce is poured over meat that looks a lot like prime rib. It’s artistically arranged on a gray stone plate. The smell of it makes my stomach grumble. “The captain’s assistance was unnecessary.” The general waves a hand of dismissal.

      “Glad to hear it,” I say and wonder how long I should wait before digging into my meal. When the general turns to talk to Prince Piz next to him, I figure I’m okay to eat.

      “Where did you disappear to?” Tien asks quietly as he cuts his meat.

      Mine falls apart as I slice it. “You mean, after you abandoned me in that sitting room, and I got lost in the palace until I found Sterling?” I take a bite and an explosion of taste fills my mouth. I have to refrain from moaning, it tastes so good. That seems to be happening a lot. First the cheese, now this. It’s like a mixture of the most tender and expertly spiced steak with a sweetness of the berry sauce. It’s probably some sort of faerie fruit. I just hope it doesn’t do anything strange or destructive to my human digestive system.

      Tien doesn’t respond.

      “Sterling and I went out to the cabyll-ushtey stables to see Zebsar and Madseok,” I say, being careful to word it in case anyone is listening. Explaining that I was terrified to walk into the stables and had never seen a cabyll-ushtey in my life until this afternoon would tip everyone off that I’m a fraud in the queen’s clothing. “We searched for you afterward. Some raven-shifter has been spying on me.”

      Tien chokes and turns to me with wide eyes, which he quickly covers and takes another bite of his food.

      “A morrigu?” he asks, glancing across at the general who still speaks with Prince Piz. “For how long?”

      “Since I moved in with the Kings,” I say after swallowing another amazing bite. “Before I met Sterling.”

      He moves closer to me, leaning his elbow on the table, and glances around to see if anyone is paying attention. “Why didn’t you say something sooner?”

      “Because I thought she was just a bird.” Although, I thought her red-tipped wings were strange. I lean closer too. “I didn’t know there were such things as morrigu.”

      Tien straightens. “We need to find that bird soon,” he says, mostly to himself, before taking another bite. “She might know too much.”

      “Are you excited for the revel tomorrow night, Carys?” an excited Celeste asks from down the table. It takes too many seconds for my brain to register she’s talking to me. “Carys?” she says again. “Didn’t they tell you about the revel?”

      “No,” I say, chewing slowing and glancing at Tien. “They didn’t tell me.” I have no idea what a revel is. I assume it’s some sort of event, but not knowing it was happening covers me not answering to the queen’s name the first time. I’ll have to work on that. Stupid mistakes like that are exactly what might tip people off.

      “Since the last time anyone saw you was at the revel after your coronation,” says General Luto, “we thought it would be appropriate to hold one in honor of your return. If it’s not something you want—”

      “No,” I say, cutting him off. “Let’s have a revel.” I glare at Tien, who dangerously holds my gaze and doesn’t look chagrined or flinch away. “I look forward to it.”

      I can’t eat anything else. My stomach is queasy and my head spins. What will happen at this revel? What will be expected of me? Will everyone be there watching everything I do? I was fine a second ago, so I don’t think it’s the food, but I can’t stay a second longer. I stand up.

      “Excuse me,” I mumble and turn before anyone can stop me. “Captain Firetail?” I say as I head toward the door. “Could I talk to you for a second?” I look back to make sure he’s listening. “Alone?”

      He gulps, but I doubt he’s actually nervous to talk to me. He stands and follows me into the hallway.

      I have no idea where I’m going, but I rush down the hall and away from the dining room, forcing Tien’s strides to lengthen to keep up. I want to keep walking until I walk right out of Faerie, but that would be impossible without help. I’d get eaten or filleted by something long before I got anywhere close to the portal.

      “Are you serious? A revel?” I shout.

      Tien shoves me roughly into a small alcove. “Might you keep your voice down?”

      “I don’t even know what a revel is!”

      “Quiet!” he hisses and places a hand flat against the wall above my head, forcing me to press my back against the wall to keep my distance. I’m trapped. “The high queen wouldn’t ask such questions. Speak too loudly and you’ll inform the entire palace that you’re not her!” His chest rises and falls heavily as he speaks.

      I fold my arms across my chest as a barrier between us. “The high queen wouldn’t ask, but that doesn’t change the fact that I still don’t know what a revel is.”

      “A revel is…” He pauses, speaking softer. Maybe trying to figure out how to explain it to a human. “Sort of like a party or a dance that can last for hours or days. There’s always plenty of food and wine, music and dancing, mingling, sometimes political discussion, and… displays of affection.” He pushes away from the wall but doesn’t step back.

      I make a face. All I can think of is that party I went to at Matt Green’s house and how quickly I wanted to get away. The party was totally Cassie and Holly’s element but not mine. If either of them had the face of a queen, they’d probably love every second of this, especially a revel.

      “I can’t do it.” I say. “I’ll mess up. I know I’ll mess up. I told you I wasn’t ready for so many people yet.”

      “You must be ready,” Tien says through clenched teeth. He’s trying hard to keep his voice even. “This is your chance to convince everyone you’re the high queen. A revel is our best chance to prove it. I wish I’d thought of it sooner.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s perfect because the fae let their guards down much more than they would at a formal event. They won’t scrutinize or easily see any mistakes you make because they’ll be too busy enjoying themselves.” He leans closer. I can smell the mint on his breath and feel the heat from his irritation. “I thought you’d want this. The sooner we prove you’re her the sooner you can go back to the mortal world. This speeds things up.”

      “But you just said it yourself!” I say and jab a finger in his face. “It will be a disaster! Someone will figure it out! Even you think I’ll screw it up, if I haven’t already.” I point in the direction of the dinner I just fled from. “I bet at least one person won’t be drunk enough and will pay too much attention and then they’ll all know! I can’t do it.”

      “You can do it and you will.” The intense expression on his face tells me he’s not giving me a choice. The revel is happening and I’m going. I’m about to refuse again. But then I realize, if I willingly agree to go to this revel thrown in my honor, no matter how it goes or how it ends, at least it will be the end. Either I pull it off and convince everyone I’m the long-lost queen, giving Tien exactly what he wants so he can take me home, or they find out I’m not her. Either way, it will be over.

      I just hope the punishment for impersonating the queen is banishment to the mortal world and not being thrown in a dungeon or executed. I grip my neck with one hand at the terrifying thought.

      Either way. After this revel, I’m done.

      But I can’t give Tien the satisfaction of my cooperation just yet. I have to let him sweat a little. Without another word, I push past the captain and walk away as quickly as I can go without sprinting.

      Tien doesn’t follow. Somehow, magically, I make my way back to the queen’s bedroom without a tour guide.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Maeve arranges my hair as I sit in front of a vanity wearing only a thin robe. Another luxurious dress—this time a deep burgundy color—waits on the bed. Maeve will help me into it once she’s finished with my hair.

      While there is no official start time for this revel-party-thing, Tien instructed me to be ready to make my grand entrance within the next hour. It feels all Cinderella-ish. I wonder if I’ll enter at the top of a staircase while all eyes fall on me. The thought thrills and petrifies me all at once.

      I watch the expert way Maeve twists and curls my hair. It calms my racing thoughts and pulse, but would be more calming if I knew Sterling would be there. He promised he’d try to get back in time. Tien sent him off to the Autumn Court because his brother was the only person Tien trusted to see what he can find out about the raven shifter. I could tell by Sterling’s expression that it would take a small miracle for him to get back before the revel began. I wonder if he’ll make it at all unless this party really does last for days.

      I don’t imagine I can hold things together for days.

      I’m worried about a handful of hours.

      “May I ask why you are so pensive?” Maeve asks, stepping back from her work on my hair. “You seem deep in thought.”

      I’m not panicked by Maeve’s questions anymore. As long as I tell the truth, it won’t come back to bite me later. And actually, this could be my chance to figure out exactly how I should act, or how everyone expects the queen to act at this revel. Maybe she can give me some pointers.

      “I admit, I’m not feeling much like myself lately.” It’s true in so many ways. How can I feel like myself in a fantasy world surrounded by creatures I’ve never even seen in movies?

      I glance at the wall of photographs. The centaur in the top right corner is with a strange goblin-faced being. They both smile sinister-like right at me.

      Maybe if I’d actually kept and read that faerie encyclopedia Sterling gave me, I’d be more prepared for everything I’ve seen. Still, it is surprising that I’ve gotten used to Maeve’s strange looks so quickly, that I don’t shudder whenever her aspen tree bark-like fingers arrange my hair or touch my face while applying makeup. “Ever since I’ve arrived, I haven’t felt like myself.”

      She gestures that I should stand and lifts the dress off the bed as I talk.

      Carefully, I form my thoughts before speaking. I don’t want to tip her off. “After everything I’ve gone through, I’m not even sure I know how to behave at this revel.”

      I hardly notice my brief moment of nudity as I remove the robe and Maeve covers me with an underdress. I never thought I’d ever become so comfortable—and so quickly—with letting her help me dress.

      Maeve is quiet as she wraps the violet dress and then a violet-cloth belt around my waist. She pulls out the mirror from the wall for me to see as she ties the dress on the side.

      The dress covers just one of my shoulders, leaving the other uncovered. It flows down into a modest v-neck. It’s a tight fit but not clingy. The sleeves are long and stop just above my wrists.

      The dress’ waist is broad, but Maeve secures the large violet belt, or sash, or whatever it is, in an intricate knot at my left side, which accentuates my waist. The skirt then widens slightly into an accordion style and reaches just above my ankles.

      I suppose I don’t want to be tripping over it if I’m dancing.

      I slip the salt and rowen berries from the vanity into the pocket Maeve sewed into the dress. She doesn’t talk as she’s dressing me, so I turn to her when she’s finished, hoping for some advice. I’m sure Cassie and Holly wouldn’t need advice. Having an identical face to the queen was wasted on the wrong human.

      But Maeve’s expression is one I can’t read. It could be the inhuman features of the aspen-bark-like texture of her skin, but I think she’s hiding something.

      “What is it?” I prod.

      She averts her pale eyes briefly and moves a stray lock of her green hair back up into its place in her neat bun before saying, “I know you aren’t the queen.”

      I suck in a breath and feel a shot of panicked adrenaline rush through my body. I become light-headed as my heart pounds the fight-or-flight fuel throughout my limbs.

      Maeve’s pale white hands grip my arms before I can bolt. “I know you aren’t the queen, but I have no intention of telling anyone.” The brown around her eyes crinkle with sincerity and kindness. I know I can trust her, but I can’t fathom why.

      So, I ask.

      “Because I think the captain brought you here to help us.”

      “He did,” I say. “He doesn’t know where the queen is and was desperate.” I’ve calmed some, but my heart still hammers, and my hands are shaky. “He kidnapped me from the human world because I look like her.”

      “He kidnapped you?” Maeve drops my hands and steps back with a hand tight-fisted and pressed against her breast. She’s appalled.

      “He promised to take me back as soon as I’ve convinced the important fae that I’m the queen.” I shrug. I don’t like her look of pity, but I also don’t like knowing she has intense, accusatory thoughts toward Tien. They’re well deserved, obviously, and I’m allowed to hate him for bringing me here, but I don’t want her to think of him in that poor light. Stupid, I know.

      “Does the captain’s brother know about all of this?” she asks. “You two spend a lot of time together.”

      “Yes.” I feel my cheeks burn. “Sterling and I are…” I pause, remembering how Sterling didn’t know the term boyfriend or girlfriend until I taught him. What was the term he used? “We are courting, I guess? But it’s less serious than the word means to you.”

      “Are you in love?” Her eyes brighten.

      The question is almost more derailing than her first one. Do I love Sterling? The thought has never crossed my mind. “I don’t think we’re there, yet,” I say. “But I like him a lot. He’s the person I want to be with the most. He’s really like my best friend.”

      “And what happens when you go back to your world?”

      I shrug. “I hope he comes with me. At least for a while. I know he can’t stay long.”

      “Ah yes, the detriment of being half-mortal,” she says, sighing. I don’t think she means it in a bad way, just matter-of-fact. “Although my kind don’t fare much better in the human world.”

      “Can I ask what type of fae you are? Like, from which court?” I ask. It’s obvious that Maeve isn’t half mortal.

      She smiles and holds out a hand, silently asking for mine. I rest my hand in hers and with the other hand she does some swirly motions as a tiny vine of green wraps around my wrist. It grows thicker until buds appear and quickly open and blossom into tiny yellow flowers.

      “Spring fae,” I whisper quietly, not even trying to hide my voice full of awe.

      “Yes.”

      “It’s beautiful. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “My name is Aria, by the way,” I say. It feels so good to say it out loud to someone other than the guy who brought me here and his brother.

      “Nice to know you, Aria,” Maeve says. “I think tonight could be a great way to convince everyone that you are the queen so the captain can take you home,” Maeve says. She’s all business now. I think she wants me to succeed as much as Tien does. As much as I do. “So, at the revel, mingle as much as you feel comfortable but just act aloof if you get too overwhelmed.”

      “Aloof? So, if I don’t know what to do, act like I don’t care?”

      “Yes.”

      I sit on the edge of the bed as Maeve gives me a list of tips on how to act. I wish I’d told her I wasn’t the queen sooner. It feels good to have another ally in this strange and dangerous world. Sure, I have Sterling, but knowing Maeve has my back is comforting. Knowing that I can ask her questions and don’t have to seek my boyfriend among his carnivorous horses to get answers is comforting.

      Still, I hope he returns quickly.

      A quiet rap on the door interrupts us. Maeve moves to open it, and Tien stands on the other side. I stand to walk toward him. It’s time to make my entrance. I don’t miss the way his eyes trail from my face to my feet.

      “What, they don’t make you dress up for these?” I ask. Tien’s eyes snap back to my face, but there is something in them even his stoic expression can’t hide. Some spark of pain or something? No, I’m sure I imagined it.

      He plucks at one of the silver buttons at the front of his black jacket. “One can wear—or not wear—anything they please at these,” he says. “But this is my uniform reserved for special occasions.”

      I glance at the buttons and realize he is wearing a different jacket. The other one doesn’t have silver buttons.

      “Are you ready?” he asks and stares a little too intently at my face.

      I nod, but my heart speeds at his words. This is it. It’s showtime. I turn to Maeve as if to make sure she thinks I’m ready, but really to hide the uncertain expression I wear from Tien.

      She offers a reassuring smile, but it’s not enough.

      “Could I have just one more minute?” I ask Tien.

      He lifts his chin. I think he’s about to give me a disapproving look, but he doesn’t and says he’ll wait outside the door until I’m ready.

      “I don’t know if I can do this,” I say to the queen’s maid, who has become an unexpected friend.

      “Of course you can do this. No one, not even the queen’s brothers and sisters, suspect you are not the queen.”

      “But you do,” I point out. “You knew.”

      “Yes, and I’m sure that stable boy would have figured it out quickly too, but he already knows. I wouldn’t worry about anyone else suspecting.”

      I stare at her, pushing my lips to the side as if trying not to cry. I try but cannot calm my racing pulse.

      Slowly, she walks toward me until she stands only a few paces away. With hands clasped in front of her, she looks me in the eye and says, “Aria, from the human world, I have faith in you. Not only do I feel you can convince anyone who matters that you are the queen, I also believe that you can make a difference. Especially for my kind.”

      I almost say: Wait, make a difference? But I’m not actually the queen. And I don’t have time to make any kind of difference because I’m leaving as soon as I convince whoever needs to be convinced that I’m Queen Carys. But the latter part stops all that.

      “Especially your kind? What do you mean?”

      Tien raps at the door again. “Your Majesty, please,” he mutters after cracking the door open. “We must go.”

      “Yes. I’m coming.” I turn back to Maeve, hoping she’ll elaborate on what she means, but she merely smiles.

      “You’d better go with the captain. You don’t wish to be late to your own party.”
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      I consider telling Tien what Maeve said, or at least asking what she meant as we walk through the corridor and down the stairs toward one of the back entrances. But the thumping of what sounds like the beat of a bass speaker steals my thoughts.

      I don’t know what I expected a faerie revel to be, but I envisioned beings in flowy dresses dancing around like ballerinas and sugar plum fairies while several child-like creatures wrapped ribbons around maypoles or tree trunks as someone played a pan flute.

      But hearing the bass music coming through the walls before we even step outside, I wonder if it’s closer to a rave. Now I don’t know what to expect. My pulse matches the beat of the sound until I can feel it pounding in my throat and on the bottoms of my feet. I grip Tien’s arm tighter. When we reach the doors, he looks down at me and my white-knuckled fingers clutching his arm.

      “You must enter alone,” he says. “I’ll remain at your side, but you must enter alone. At the coronation revel, Carys arrived on my brother’s arm and sent the rumor mill into a frenzy. Carys did nothing by accident. It was clear that—”

      “That she intended to be with him,” I finish. My eyebrows twitch into a frown and my mouth twists. “She intended to choose him as her husband or her mate or whatever it is you fae folk do.” Yes, I know. It is grating my nerves hearing it over and over.

      Tien nods and glances downward briefly.

      “Everyone knew they were together,” I add. My thoughts spiral with the subject, and it’s all I can do to not allow my own emotions to spiral with them.

      If she came back, what would Sterling do? The answer seems obvious. He’d choose her. I’m just the human girl who looks not only like the high queen of Faerie, but just like his best friend, the girl he has decades of history with. The girl who, from the moment she was crowned queen wanted to walk in on his arm to a party because their feelings were developing. That’s his attraction to me. He misses her, and I look like her. I suspect if we stood side by side… it wouldn’t be a competition.

      “So, if we enter together, they’ll think…” I trail off. Tien nods. I pull my arm from his but catch the downward pull of his lips as we part.

      “But if Sterling makes it?” I prompt.

      Tien straightens. “Then you’d be free to act as you feel. Carys loved him. No one will bat an eye if they see you with him because they’ve already seen it.”

      I slip my arm from his. I touch the vine bracelet around my wrist, wondering and hoping that some of Maeve’s calming presence and her magic will seep from it and into my fingertips.

      Holding my head high and taking a deep breath, I gesture to Tien that I’m ready. He opens the doors, silencing everything, including the booming bass beat, instantly.

      And all eyes fall on me.

      The whispers that rush like the wind and sound like Your Majesty and the High Queen and Queen Carys ripple through the crowd like the tiny waves in Oris Lake. I feel the weight of this moment even as I sense the intake of breath the usually-so-self-assured captain sucks in.

      This is it. I either convince them I’m her and successfully imitate the High Queen of Faerie, fulfilling Tien’s purpose for snatching me from my cozy bed at the King’s house, or someone sees through the farce and I’m taken to be tried for treason.

      My raven lets out a loud kraa from a high branch. I haven’t seen her since she interrupted mine and Sterling’s kiss, and I learned what she truly was. I see her with fresh eyes now and wonder what sort of intelligent thoughts rush through her tiny black head. Is she friend or foe? She’s seen me doodling in a notebook in biology class and now she sees me stand on the steps of a palace in exquisite clothing in a fantastical land… pretending to be a queen. The things she knows could blow up everything.

      The sun has set, and darkness falls wherever the light doesn’t touch. But light is everywhere. Orbs of blue and green hover above tree branches and skitter across the ground between the feet of those who were dancing before I walked out. I recognize them as will-o’-the-wisps. I think they’re party guests, not the intended light source because paper lanterns of various colors are strung chaotically between the trees. The lanterns and the wisps aren’t the only light, however. Every guest wears neon-glowing necklaces and bracelets and crowns. The accessories look like glow sticks with their yellows and greens and blues and pinks. I wonder if it’s another thing the star fae took from my world. Or vice versa.

      The sight of them puts me at ease, and I instinctually lift a hand, gesturing that the party should continue. It does. The bass music restarts, the dancing resumes, and the chittering and laughter builds again. And all of it with more enthusiasm than I heard before Tien opened the door. It’s like my presence has added energy to this revel-thing.

      I feel Tien’s eyes on me and look at him. I see awe in his expression for only a second before it vanishes. He gestures toward the crowd, prompting me to join in.

      A male approaches us. I think he’s star fae because the only inhuman thing I notice is a tail that snakes behind him with a little tuft on the end that curves upward. Like a lion’s tail.

      “Might I have the pleasure of dancing with the high queen?” he asks, offering his hand. I hesitate too long, realizing that no one here will introduce themselves to me because I’m supposed to know who they are. “Unless, the captain has already claimed you?”

      I glance at Tien, who has stiffened. Then I glance back at the fae.

      “Of course not, Baron Meadowleaf,” Tien says with a slight bow, snapping from whatever knee-jerk emotion came first. “I was about to find Qamara. The queen has promised me a dance later.”

      I look back at Tien, who turns his head to wink so I can see it. I should be angry at the presumption. I only tolerate him because he wants me to succeed and has kept me alive so far, but a dance feels unnecessary. Hopefully Sterling shows up before Tien claims it, and I can spend the rest of the time with my boyfriend.

      Still, I realize the huge hint he’s just given me by saying this guy’s name. All the drilling of names and important people we did earlier pays off because I remember more about the baron.

      I let him lead me into the center where several couples dance to what I now recognize as a popular song in my world. But they’re all dancing as if to different beats and rhythms. I try not to gawk at its strangeness.

      The queen wouldn’t gawk.

      “How are things in Rosewind?” I ask, remembering that Baron Fross Meadowleaf is from Rosewind. The city Tien entered to find clothes when we first got here. The portal is close to Rosewind. “I hope you haven’t had issues like Herdan.”

      “We haven’t. Marlarue doesn’t know how to handle things with the full fae. She’s inexperienced.”

      Handle things with the full fae? What does he mean? Maeve’s words are in the forefront of my mind again. “What would you have done?”

      “I would not have needed the intervention of the general and a troop of soldiers, I assure you.”

      Somehow, I remember everything Tien taught me about the baron, and I’m able to keep up with the conversation and appease him the way I think the queen would. And when I’m swept into the next dance with a praefectus from the Summer Court, I’m able to remember everything about him too.

      “I know you don’t wish to speak of it,” a fae named Asteria, with stunning violet eyes, says a while later. I can’t be sure if it’s only been minutes or hours since I entered the revel. “But wherever you were for so long, I’m glad you’ve returned to us. I was beginning to worry what would happen to Faerie and to the Raven Court in your absence.”

      I learned that Asteria worked closely with my father—with Carys’s father—before he died. She’s an expert in human things. She created the glow bracelets, filling them with light from Summer Court magic. She got the idea from observing humans at an amusement park. We lounge on some large toadstools that strangely take the shape of chairs and sip our cans of Dr. Pepper. Apparently, the mash-up of worlds is recent and completely Asteria’s doing after the queen went missing. It helps me. I can act confused, and it won’t reveal anything. I’m grateful for it. It’s better than taking my chances with the faerie wine or fruit being passed around.

      “Well, you can thank Captain Firetail,” I say. “He’s the one who brought me here.” I’m feeling like a broken record, but vague truths will hopefully help me from being caught in lies.

      “It is clear you have been through something, but whatever it was did not take away that fiery spark you got from your father.” Her eyes crinkle at the edges when she smiles, and she seems a little breathless. Like she can’t believe I’m here. “I can feel it, and while it makes me miss him fiercely, I’m glad to know it still rules Faerie. His influence and essence still lives within you and holds our court’s rule over the fae.”

      I don’t know what to say and only smile before she excuses herself and stands to walk away. Okay, I can’t really be that good, can I? I wonder. It’s like with Madseok. I’m playing this part so well, I don’t just look like her; fae are having strong feelings that I am her.

      It’s curious. I didn’t think I was a good actress, so I don’t know how it could be possible. Talk of essence and familiar fiery sparks inherited from parentage can’t be faked unless… no… there’s no way… it’s not possible… but what if?

      Could I be her?

      Could I, Aria Whisk, a human from the mortal realm, actually be the lost Queen Carys, High Queen of Faerie? And I just don’t remember?

      I think about my life with the Kings and my past, but since I have no memory beyond the past six months, it seems a little possible.

      No. There’s no way it’s true. I can’t be her and I don’t want to be. I just want to go home and finally get adopted by the Kings and be Ian’s sister and live a normal teenage life. It’s just the excitement of the revel and everyone thinking I’m the queen that’s making me believe it too. Clearly, the fae throw better parties than Matt Green. Plus, everyone has a doppelgänger somewhere—I’ve seen the Civil War photos of that actor Nicolas Cage. My look-a-like just happens to be the high queen of Faerie instead of some random girl who lives in Eastern Europe or lived and died in the nineteenth century.

      But the thought keeps coming back. I have another amazing conversation with Princess Tyra of the Autumn Court. She’s the second-born of the Autumn Court king, King Carpus, who actually looks like an old man. Okay, it’s not an amazing conversation. She’s judgmental and worse than some girls at my school, but I can tell without a doubt that she thinks I’m Carys because she goes on and on about the very physical relationship she has with some fae named Prince Pyroc of the Summer Court. It’s clear she’s trying to make Carys, or me, feel jealous, so I figure at some point Carys must have had some sort of relationship or crush on the prince. Funny, he’s not here throwing himself all over the princess now, but it doesn’t bother me. I’ve never met the guy, and clearly, Carys got over this prince because she fell in love with Sterling.

      Again, the thought enters my head. Could I be her? Am I wrong? Have I met Prince Pyroc and just don’t remember? Did I have feelings for a summer prince long ago but got over it and moved on to my best friend? Sterling always has felt like someone I’ve known forever. It seems plausible.

      No. It can’t be. I just like the attention. It’s all in my head. When the princess walks away, I search the crowd for the first time since entering to look for Sterling. I really wish he were here, and I could talk to him about all this. I miss him, but the instant I think about him, I feel guilty. I don’t miss him as much as I thought I would or as much as I should. Tien said we could act like we’re in love if he ever makes it to this party without revealing anything or acting a way Carys wouldn’t, but I’m thinking more and more that maybe I’m not in love with him.

      That’s okay though, right? Sterling is still the person I most want to spend my time with. It’s just a slow to love thing. I’m sure I’ll get there. I’m only seventeen, I don’t have to be in love right now.

      “You’ve impressed me, Aria,” Tien says from the shadows. I feel my heart flip.

      “How so?” I ask, keeping my voice even to hide the sudden thrumming of my pulse.

      He offers a hand. “Let’s dance before another steals you away.”

      I take his hand. Instead of escorting me to the press of dancing bodies in the center, he pulls me into his arms right where we stand at the edge of the tree line.
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      The music shifts as Tien takes my hand in his and the other rests on my hip. I grip the top of his shoulder as he leads me into slow rhythmic steps to the power ballad that echoes through the trees. The branches seem to dance with their gentle sway.

      My head tilts when I recognize the song. It’s a popular one for DJs at school dances. The one that prompts couples to clutch each other tightly and turn in slow circles. The one where there’s always at least one couple making out in the center of the dance floor. It seems so out of place here in the middle of Faerie amongst will-o’-the-wisps and where everyone looks like they’ve stepped right out of a Shakespearean play or a movie set.

      I feel Tien’s eyes on me, so I look up into them without wiping my confused expression.

      “It’s just strange to hear a song from my world,” I say, gesturing toward the source of the music. “It doesn’t fit.”

      “That’s because they play whatever the listener wants to hear,” he says.

      I look at the dancers in the center and note they’re all out of sync with the tempo again. Some are doing some strange form of breakdancing, others tap-dance with their hands clutched straight at their sides as their feet move quickly beneath them.

      “What happens if I want to hear some fast-beat song, but you’re trying to waltz?” I ask, hooking an eyebrow and pointing it at him.

      “That’s rarely a problem,” he says. “When a pair dance, they hear the same song, or at least a song with the same rhythm.”

      “Huh. I don’t remember wanting to slow dance with you,” I mutter under my breath. I feel the urge to push him away.

      “Don’t read into it,” he says, sensing my guilt. I should want to slow dance with Sterling, my boyfriend, not his too-attractive-for-his-own-good older brother. “I wished to speak with you, and I assume you wanted the same. A slow melody without complicated steps allows for that.”

      “Yeah, I guess,” I say. “You said I impressed you. Is there something you wanted to talk about?”

      “For all your complaining and lamenting over your imminent failure, you have handled everyone brilliantly,” he says. “You convinced everyone that you are the queen.” His tone hangs on the end. He’s not telling me everything.

      “But?”

      “But nothing.”

      “But there’s something else.” I study his dark eyes. I can barely see the green in them unless they reflect the light from the lanterns.

      “It’s nothing of your concern.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Because you performed well enough that I will uphold my end of the deal and take you home.”

      I dig my fingernails into his shoulder and pull him closer to me. “What aren’t you telling me?” I ask when our faces are inches apart. “What’s wrong?” I might be eager to get home, but I’ve put so much effort into pretending to be her, I actually kinda care about what happens next.

      His lips part, and he visibly swallows in discomfort.

      “Not everyone is happy to see the queen back,” he says, his voice low and raspy. Tien’s words cause my heart to stutter as fear rushes through my veins. I understand what he means. There are some here who were glad for the queen’s disappearance. They might have even been the reason for her vanishing act. It’s not a surprise. Tien mentioned as much when he first brought me here. No one has seen her since the coronation revel, so there’s no saying something can’t or won’t happen to me at this one.

      I bite the inside of my cheek hard and taste the sweetness of blood. I push away from him, but now he’s the one to keep our faces close together. I see his eyes flit down to my lips before finding my eyes again.

      “I won’t let anything happen to you,” he says. “I’ll take you back to the portal and get you safely home. Soon.”

      I nod and feel my heart calm as we pull back into the position we were before.

      He almost releases me altogether, but I grip his hand tighter.

      “Not yet,” I say. I’m scared.

      “Where did you get this?” Tien asks, fingering the vine around my wrist with his thumb.

      “Maeve,” I say, welcoming the subject change. “The maid made it.” I nearly blurt out that she knows I’m not Carys, but after what I just learned about some fae not wanting me here, I keep it to myself. “She’s a spring fae.” I glance at the crowd and the glow accessories made with summer magic so many of the guests wear. “Distract me. What magic do the rest of the courts have? And I still don’t know why you’re called star fae.”

      “What do you know?”

      I don’t need to look, but I know we’ve drifted even further from the crowd. Which is good. All we need is a fae, who isn’t happy to see me here, eavesdropping on Captain Firetail while he explains things the queen should know. “I know about the spring fae. How they build things and make things grow.” I whisper and hold up my wrist with Maeve’s vine. “And I know summer light magic powers the glow sticks everyone is wearing tonight.” I gesture to the party. “But I don’t really know what that means. They control light?”

      He nods. “Each court is connected to an element which feeds its powers. The spring fae are connected to earth and have the power to grow and re-grow anything organic or living. The summer fae can control light. Lighting what you call glow sticks is as easy as breathing for them. Because of their ability to control the light, they’re also the best at glamouring themselves.”

      “Power over light… then their element must be fire?”

      “Yes. They also get their energy from the sun and are sometimes called sun fae.”

      Sun fae, star fae. The terms must be connected. I put the thought in the back of my head as Tien continues.

      “The winter fae and the autumn fae are the opposites of summer and spring. Autumn fae cause decay and are argued to be more powerful than the spring fae because they can make anything decay, even some human-made synthetics. They also destroy with less energy in a shorter time than it takes a spring fae to create the same thing.”

      “Easier to knock down than create. Makes sense. So, don’t piss off an autumn fae?”

      “Yes.”

      “What’s their element?” Fire can destroy, but fire is already taken. “Water?”

      “No. Water belongs to the Underwater Court. Water has memory. Since time isn’t always linear for them, many have the gift of prophecy. Reading the memory of the future in water.”

      Prophecy? That sounds a lot like a something that would make my head hurt.

      Tien doesn’t elaborate. “Autumn fae connect with air or wind.”

      Air. Something clicks in my head. I scan the branches of the nearest trees for the familiar black bird who, until very recently, has been following me wherever I go. “Sterling went to the Autumn Court about the raven. Are morrigus only autumn fae? Since their element is air?” I try not to show my pride in remembering and pronouncing morrigu right.

      “Yes. No other court has higher fae who can fly.”

      “Higher?”

      “Harpies and other bird-like fae are all over Faerie,” he explains. “But harpies are lower creatures. Their faces appear human, but their intelligence is closer to say, a hawk or an eagle in the human world. Morrigus are as intelligent as humans and other higher fae.”

      That little tidbit about harpies make them even more terrifying. I remember their very human-like faces as they watched us travel through the canyon before arriving at the Raven Court. I look out into the darkness of the forest as my thoughts whir over what I’ve learned. “So, growth and decay, light and… dark. Do the winter fae control darkness?”

      Tien lifts his head and eyebrows. He’s impressed. “Darkness, shadows. They are also excellent at glamour because they control the absence of light. They control shadows.” He pauses. I swear it’s for dramatic effect. I want to tease him about it but hold myself back. “They’re also sometimes called moon fae—”

      “Because they get energy from the moon,” I interrupt and then turn back to him.  “So, sun fae and moon fae, huh?” I look into Tien’s eyes and bite my lip in concentration. “Any connection to star fae?”

      “Yes,” he says but releases me from his arms and walks a few steps into the trees. I look over my shoulder to see if anyone is paying attention to us and follow him. “As you know, star fae are half mortal and half fae. In the beginning, our kind came to be when a fae seduced or fell in love with a human and had children. Most of those pairings were with the summer fae, specifically the Summer Court royalty.”

      I cross my arms but drop them almost immediately since it makes my shoulders slouch. I roll them back and attempt to stand straighter.

      “When King Oberon set aside the isle of Melpomene, which is one of the five isles that…” He pauses, as if trying to figure out how to explain this. “If you see a map of Faerie—”

      “It’s in the shape of a crescent moon,” I interrupt. “Yes, Sterling drew it for me. And there are five islands at the top that look like misshapen stars.”

      “Yes. When King Oberon set aside the isle for his half-fae children, he called them his little starlings or his star children. It was because as a fae with sun power they had a portion of his light magic.”

      “With a fraction of the light magic, just as the stars shine down with a fraction of light compared to the sun,” I say and by his expression know I’m right.

      “Yes. The name also fit because the isle he founded for them was one of those, as you say, misshapen stars.” He pauses. “And while our kind can be born with a full fae and a human parent, most us are products of two star fae.”

      I chew on this for a minute, walking toward a crooked tree with a trunk that curves at just the right height and at just the right angle to sit on. I sit and think about the terrible tragedy Sterling told me about that befell their race. The full fae—those who might have even been their own parents or grandparents—slaughtered fifty thousand of them. With lesser magic, they had no chance.

      With lesser magic, it’s a wonder they landed on top.

      “No offense, but how are you in charge?” I ask. “How are the star fae or the Raven Court in charge when the rest have more magic?” Not to mention the full fae are freaking immortal, but star fae have expiration dates?

      Tien’s face darkens. He folds his arms and seems to stare directly through me. “Because the last time they tried to massacre us, the Summer King, King Estelar, made a vow on his deathbed that all star fae would have the ability and power to strip magic from any full fae they felt threatened by. It was to prevent another purge of our kind, but it gave us power over all of them.”

      The air flees from my lungs, so my voice comes out as a squeak. “You can… take their power?”

      “You must understand,” he says, closing the gap between us and pulling me from my seat on the tree with his hands gripping my arms. “They slaughtered our kind.” His eyes dart back and forth between mine with a desperation, but I see behind it. There’s a very deep pain behind it. It’s personal. “This was the only way to keep us from going extinct. We have to hold on to that power, otherwise I fear they’ll do it again.”

      “Which is why it was so important that you brought me here,” I say, noting that even in his panic, the grip on my arms isn’t tight or painful. “You couldn’t lose the throne to a full fae.”

      “Yes! It’s exactly why I had to bring you here. And you have done… amazingly well.” His gaze flits from my eyes to my mouth and then up again.

      Does he want to kiss me? I’ve noticed the way Tien sometimes looks at me. Even though I’ve always suspected it’s because I look like the queen, it’s happened so often that I’m wondering if that’s not the only reason. My stomach flips and heat rushes into my cheeks. I push away from him.

      “I understand what my brother sees in you,” he continues. His voice turns rough, and he briefly closes his eyes. Then he glances over my shoulder. “I am so proud. And I know Sterling should be too. Brother?”

      “I see the party has been a success?” Sterling answers.
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      “H-how was your trip?” I ask Sterling, scolding my racing heart for whatever just happened between me and Tien. It was just my imagination, or just Tien’s reaction to my familiar face. I fold myself into the arms of my boyfriend and hope Tien gives us a minute. I could use it.

      “Did you learn anything about the morrigu?” Tien asks.

      Sterling shakes his head but doesn’t completely release me from his arms. He grips my forearms. “Either no one knows who she is, or they wouldn’t tell me.”

      “Which is it, do you think?” Tien crosses his arms. He seems unaffected. Perhaps I imagined what just happened.

      Sterling slides his hands down my arms, dropping one hand from gripping me and only keeps the fingertips of the other. He stares at his brother for several seconds. I sense some unspoken conversation is happening between them. “I sensed it was the former.”

      Tien scratches the edge of his jaw. “A rogue, maybe?”

      “Or someone without friends or family.”

      Hearing that sends a painful prick through my heart. I feel an immediate connection toward my raven. More than I’ve ever felt. I never felt that she wished me harm. Sure, I was a little freaked out when I learned she was an intelligent creature who has been spying on me, but hearing Sterling’s report? That she might be someone without friends or family to even miss her? It’s tragic. And I know the feeling all too well.

      Sterling gently squeezes my fingers and gives me a wan smile when I look up at him.

      “When was the last time you saw her?” Tien asks me.

      I turn to him. “Tonight. When we first came out to the revel. But I haven’t seen her in a while.”

      Tien nods, mutters something about my need to mingle more even with Sterling back and then excuses himself.

      I have no intention of doing what he said and make no move to return to the party. Instead, I turn toward Sterling and look up into his eyes.

      “I’ve missed you,” he says, beating me to it.

      “I was about to say that,” I say. “You weren’t gone long, but I’m the one in a strange world.”

      “Yes, and I worried about you even though I knew you were safely in the palace under my brother’s protection.”

      Concern lines the creases of his eyes and between his brows. With my free hand, I reach up to smooth them while he watches me. The lines don’t disappear.

      “Did something happen on your trip?”

      Sterling drops his gaze and my hand. He stares at his palm as he massages the center with his other thumb, as if working out an ache.

      “What is it?” I ask, feeling the tempo of my heart increase the longer he remains quiet.

      “I saw some things that shouldn’t have been surprising to me, but I haven’t been home in a while, so I guess I’ve forgotten.” He shakes his head, angry at himself. “I shouldn’t have forgotten,” he whispers. “I should have done something. I should do more.”

      I reach out for his hand again, willing his eyes to meet mine. “You did do something,” I say. “You went out looking for your friend, the queen.” It almost pains me to say it. Now that I’ve been here, now that I know more about her, I’m envious of her. And I’m most envious of the relationship she had, or has, with Sterling. “And you’re doing something now by helping me.”

      Another smile emerges, but like the last one, it fades quickly.

      “I’m pretending to be her, maybe I can help?” Before I go, I think but don’t add.

      “I saw the way some full fae were being treated by my kind. It wasn’t good.” He pauses and then sighs. “I appreciate your offer, but I don’t think you can help. This is a long-ingrained situation, and you have done enough.”

      I stare at him, but he won’t look at me. It feels like he doesn’t want to burden me with whatever is bothering him. I want to go home. After tonight, I think I’m really close to getting my wish. But this is his home, and it matters to him.

      “Come on,” I say, taking his hand and leading him away from the party.

      “Where are we going?”

      “To cheer you up.” I ignore the thrill of fear that bursts from my core. I can’t think about how dangerous and stupid my spur-of-the moment idea is.

      He follows me, glancing briefly through the trees at the revel still going strong.

      “I’ve talked with plenty of them, they won’t miss me,” I say, as if I’ve known these fae my entire life and know it’s the truth. “Now, what’s going on? Pretend I’m your queen and can fix whatever you saw.”

      Sterling shoots me a sidelong glance, his green eyes flashing in the moonlight. He sighs. “If you really were Carys, I might not tell you.”

      My head jerks toward him. “Really? Why? I thought you were best friends.” And more.

      He sighs again and releases my hand to pluck something invisible from his shirt. He doesn’t reach for my hand again when he’s done. “We were, but she didn’t know what was going on in Faerie until very recently. It was surprising because I thought she knew. I thought she…”

      “You thought she what?”

      “I thought she condoned it.”

      I take a breath. “But she didn’t.”

      “Thankfully, no. Carys was on the verge of trying to fix things before she went missing.”

      I stop in my tracks and turn to him. We’ve ventured far from the revel. Far enough that the light from the glow jewelry and will-o’-the-wisps and the lanterns can’t reach through the press of trees. The only light is heavily filtered from the half moon. I push through the shadows to see his expression more clearly in the pale light. Worry lines etch deep in an expression I’ve never seen on the face of my carefree football-star boyfriend.

      “That sounds like the perfect motive for someone to take her,” I say. Or worse.

      “I know.”

      “You know? This whole time you and Tien have talked like you had no idea what happened to her. That for all you know she ran away because she was bored with palace life!” I toss my hands in the air.

      “Tien has questioned fae, especially the full fae royalty. We haven’t dismissed the possibility that she might have been taken against her will. Some suspect the Winter Court, although there is no evidence.”

      “But if she was trying to help the full fae because she unraveled cruelty from your kind toward them, then I think you should look closer at the star fae.”

      “It’s not that simple!” Sterling grips my shoulders roughly, pushing me away from the path and into the dense trees. “Most of the star fae see nothing wrong with treating the full fae as they do. Those of us who would see a change are the minority.” Sterling’s chest rises and falls heavily. I see the rapid pace of his heart with the pulse of a vein in his neck as he still grips my shoulders tightly. “I never told Carys what I thought before because nearly everyone condones it.”

      My eyes widen. Sterling releases me, sensing the epiphany that’s struck like a lightning bolt, igniting an agonizing revelation.

      “Tien condones it,” I whisper, thinking of the conversation we had before Sterling arrived.

      Sterling nods slowly. “Yes. He’s seen things. He’s experienced things I can’t even imagine. And although I disagree wholeheartedly, I can’t blame him for it.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he witnessed our father’s death. A full fae killed him in cold blood.” Sterling lifts his head higher.

      I can’t speak. I can’t even imagine what horror it would be to watch a parent killed right in front of you. I can’t imagine losing one of my foster parents like that, and they’ve only been my family for six months.

      “W-was he young?” I finally ask. But the instant the words leave my lips, I know the answer. Their father died before Sterling was born. Of course Tien was young.

      “He was.”

      “That’s horrible,” I whisper. “Tien told me you have the power to strip the magic of the full fae.” Maybe that’s a way to protect themselves. A godsend.

      “We do. It was during that near-massacre where our father was killed that the star fae realized what they could do. They gained the upper hand and were thankfully preserved, but at a cost. We have been the high court ever since.”

      Silently and in sync, we walk the rest of the way to the cabbyll-ushtey stables with only the shuffle of our feet and the chirping of the forest creatures for our soundtrack.

      “I never thought you’d step foot near this place again,” Sterling teases when we enter.

      “This place makes you happy.” I’m glad to see his mood change, but don’t add that I’ve felt a ridiculous pull to see Madseok again. Maybe I’m an adrenaline junkie by heart and love the thrill and the terror.

      “It does.”

      We walk toward the back, toward Zebsar’s and Madseok’s stalls. As if sensing us, two equine heads peak over the doors. They shuffle anxiously, as if waiting to be let out. I don’t feel as scared as I did before. I lift my hand to rub the place between Madseok’s eyes without hesitation. His lids close and his head lowers when my fingertips touch the smooth hide. Just like first time.

      “Let’s take them to the water,” I say before I can question if it’s a good idea.

      “You sure?” Sterling asks. I don’t look at him but hear the flip of his tone. It’s hesitant and doubtful, but those emotions are laced with a deep-seated hope. He wants to take them out.

      “I’m sure.”

      Sterling unlatches Zebsar’s stall and leads him toward the entrance while I stay and stare at Madseok. The creature stares right back at me with a glimmering ruby-red eye.

      “You want to get out too?” I ask him. I turn and find the bucket of seaweed on the ground and reach for a handful. It’s slimy and slippery, but the smell of brine doesn’t bother me as I lift my hand up to the dangerous cabbyll-ushtey’s teeth. Stroking his head with my other hand briefly, I then move it to unlatch his stall. Slowly, I lead him out of the stables.

      Sterling’s jaw unhinges and his eyes widen when we emerge. He wipes it from his face immediately and motions with his head for us to follow.

      “The full fae are so powerful, it’s a blessing that we have power to defend ourselves,” Sterling says, continuing our conversation and echoing my thoughts. “It was the purpose when we were given the ability to take away their magic. To protect ourselves from those who would try to exterminate us again.” But his tone is off somehow.

      “Do you think you shouldn’t have the power?” I step around a small bush, bringing myself closer to the water horse until we brush shoulders. I realize too late that I should be more frightened, but Madseok doesn’t seem to notice or care about our sudden, closer proximity. I pay attention to the massive beast in my peripheral for any signs that I might soon become a snack. So far, he just acts like a regular horse.

      The sky lightens with the promise of sunrise. The trees thin as we get nearer to the sea. It hasn’t felt long enough, but the revel and my little after party with Sterling has lasted all night.

      “No, but it’s abused,” Sterling says. Other than keeping a hand on Zebsar’s upper back, Sterling doesn’t pay much attention to his cabbyll-ushtey. He’s so comfortable and trusting of the animal.  “They strip fae without cause, or for very little cause, every day. They get punished for petty theft or looking at a praefectus the wrong way. Worse than that, I’ve heard stories of young female fae having their magic taken for refusing the advances of a prominent star fae.”

      I feel sick. “That’s awful.”

      “Many are also used as slave labor in the mines or forced to work in brothels.”

      “The criminals?”

      “Not always.”

      “This power the star fae have should only be used for your protection and defense!” I say as tears prick my eyes. Who knew I would end up caring so much?

      “I agree.”

      Absently, I stroke Madseok’s flank as we make our way across the spongy, damp sand. The cabbyll-ushteys lift their heads and chirp happily, both eager to get to the salt water. I tense up. The salt water that will make them shift into their water horse nature. I lift my guard and awareness as we near these carnivorous creatures’ natural environment.

      “And yes, it’s all horrible, but that’s not even the worst of it,” Sterling continues.

      “What could be worse?”

      He stops walking, prompting both horses and me to stop. Then he points at the shoreline, up the coast and toward the north-west. With the hovering fog, I can barely make out what I see from this distance. The early morning light highlights the objects, which look like black stick figures lining the cliffs. Like an army on a children’s drawing. Motionless, but menacing.

      “What are those?” I ask.

      “Trees. Or rather the blackened, dead skeletons of trees.”

      “What happened?” Remembering the map Sterling drew for me in the dirt, I’m pretty sure I’m looking at a portion of the Summer Court. The summer fae’s element is fire. “Was there an accident? Did the forest burn?”

      He shakes his head. “No. What you see is a result from too much magic taken from the full fae.”

      I pull my eyes from the scene to look up at Sterling’s eyes. The rising sun at his back creates an angelic glow lighting up his always-perfect hair, but his eyes are dark and match his expression.

      “What do you mean?” I whisper.

      “Faerie is dying.”
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      I find myself stunned, in a daze, as the cabbyll-ushteys step into the surf, allowing the foam of the waves to swallow their hooves, covering them completely.

      But when they change, the shock of Sterling’s statement also vanishes into the sea. Madseok’s mane lengthens, and the texture shifts into the slimy and slippery feel of the seaweed I fed him only a handful of minutes ago. Along his side, his flesh—now a blue-green and less silvery-gray—slices into three parallel cuts. The wounds gape and gulp in the surrounding air. Are those gills? I wonder. His eyes narrow, and his muzzle grows hook-like, pointing downward. Part of me doesn’t want to look, afraid to see it. As the sun finally peeks up in the east, it ignites the entire sky and everything it touches with a warm golden glow. I can’t look away as Madseok’s teeth sharpen into points and his incisors lengthen and form deadly tips.

      My breath catches, but I don’t step away. I don’t turn and run away screaming for my life like I should, even as the hairs on the back of my neck and my arms stand on end.

      Sterling catches my eye. His expression is steady, the muscles in his jaw taut as he gauges my reaction to the transformation of the terrifying creatures.

      “He’s magnificent,” I exhale, looking back at Madseok. Zebsar has also changed. I watch them both for a few of breaths as they happily stomp through the surf, bobbing their heads up and down. I’m about to appeal to Sterling.

      I decide against it.

      Instead, I bend down to rip a slit in my violet dress. It turns out a little longer than I intended. Then I sprint toward the water horse, instantly soaking my skirts with the splash as I run. In one motion, I grip a fistful of the slippery seaweed-like mane and hop up, hooking a leg up and over until I’ve mounted him. Digging my heels in hard, we take off with the half-orb of the sun on our right.

      What am I doing?

      Sterling shouts something behind, but within seconds, I catch the gleaming crimson eye of Zebsar reflecting the light in my peripheral. I don’t dare glance over at him. I focus on the way Madseok gallops over wave after glittering wave. It feels like I’m riding one of those wave runners in my world. Jumping the swells and feeling the thrill of the wind on my face and the speed of my stallion is exhilarating and terrifying all at once.

      Holy crap. What did I just do?!

      It’s not hard to hold on as my legs seem to glue themselves to Madseok’s sides. It would be easy for him to dive into the depths and drown me, but I have a strange trust in him which is proven as we stay above the water. Somehow, I don’t think he’ll hurt me unless I fall off.

      Hopefully, my instincts are right, and I’m not about to meet my end here in the land of Faerie.

      It doesn’t sound like a pleasant death.

      Water scatters on either side of us as Madseok hits a stride in his gallop. I didn’t realize how much I was blinking with the spray until we’re further out into the sea and I’m not forced to anymore. Time seems to slow as we ride. I watch the small ripples in the larger swells. Though I don’t dare look behind me, I know I’ve traveled into very deep waters. My thoughts clear, and I feel a certain rightness to this. Whatever my life was before the accident, it’s clear riding horses was a huge portion of it. The muscle memory is there. I’m in my element.

      I feel like I could ride like this forever. When Sterling guides Zebsar closer toward us to capture my attention, he nods at an island not far off. I know my muscles would welcome a break. So, I follow him, slowing as we round the island and reach the new shore.

      “Stay seated until we’ve walked up onto the beach,” Sterling calls over the surf as our cabbyll-ushteys jump the crashing waves. “It’s best to let them shift from their water form before dismounting.” I can’t read his expression. Is he angry with me? Horrified? Did he expect my sudden and positively stupid impulse to ride this dangerous animal?

      I guide Madseok to follow Zebsar up onto the beach, waiting for my boyfriend to climb down—meaning it’s safe—before getting off my horse.

      Without a word, Sterling gently leads both horses high on a bluff. I notice the tendrils of their manes shorten and become coarser, and their muzzles round as their teeth flatten. Zebsar shakes himself from head to tail to expel the water, making his gills disappear. His flesh changes into its familiar silver-gray tone. Madseok does the same while Sterling gathers some seaweed and tosses it in front of them for a snack.

      I collapse onto the cool sand, leaning back against my elbows. The morning air is cool but not cold. With the rising sun, it feels like we’re in a warmer climate than West Raven. I can see another island in the distance. It’s not far. “Is this one of those star islands you showed me on your map?”

      Sterling sits a pace away from me with his arms propped casually around his knees. He stares out across the strait.

      “No. We’re on the island of Euterpe,” he says. “Across the way…” He gestures to the other island. “Is Terpsichore.” His tone is wistful when he says the second name. I try to remember if he told me anything significant about it. “These two islands sit in the center of The Sea of Neptulus. The five islands I told you about, positioned like stars, are further north.”

      I turn to Sterling. His hero hair is tousled from the wind and sea. I watch him gaze at the other shore and feel a powerful sense of déjà vu. It jump-starts my heart. An involuntary shiver races up my spine. The feeling is disconcerting, but I don’t know why.

      “What’s special about Terp—” I’m not sure how to pronounce it.

      Sterling rocks backward slightly and looks at me. “Terpsichore? Well… there’s a portal.”

      “A portal?”

      “I could take you to it and take you home right now, if you wished.”

      Home. It’s all I’ve wanted since the second I woke up in the middle of the spring trees with a blanket of moss covering me.

      I stare across the strait and my eyes unfocus as my thoughts reel. “Where are the other portals?” I ask, so Sterling doesn’t see the maelstrom of emotions on my face.

      Sterling names off the other locations, but I’m barely paying attention. “There’s the one at Terpsichore, then of course the one near Oris Lake by Rosewind…”

      I could go home. Right now.

      “And on Melpomene, the island where the star fae originated…”

      No more pretending to be a queen, no more disapproving looks from Tien, no more panic about someone figuring out the truth and punishing me for it. I could go home.

      “But one is in the middle of the Tumel Desert in Autumn…”

      I think Sterling would come too, but after what I learned about Faerie and his own regret for losing himself in my world, it’s not a certainty. He might stay to fix things or make a difference in the full fae’s defense.

      “And another is in the heart of Winter in the middle of the Froze Mountains, so neither are used very often by star fae.”

      There’s also the issue of not having access to the river to put me back at the exact moment I left. Meaning, there could be repercussions for my absence.

      But I could go home.

      “But any of them would take you back to your world.”

      Back to the Kings, Lindsey and Blake. Back to being Ian’s younger sister.

      I glance over my shoulder at the still-grazing cabbyll-ushteys and remember the amazing adventure I just experienced riding across a sea on the back of a water horse. My dress is in shambles, but I remember how elegant I looked and felt in the violet fabric with my hair expertly arranged by the strange but kind Maeve. I remember the revel, my fascination with the will-o’-the-wisps and the music that played whatever the hearer wanted to hear.

      While I did not want to run into another creature like the grass-bearded man who wanted to eat me, or even the creepy-faced harpies from the canyon, walking through the beautiful scenery of cherry blossoms on the spring trees was truly the stuff of dreams.

      And the princes and princesses. Ophi and Sage, Piz, Atlas and Celeste. Could I leave them without so much as a goodbye? They’d recently lost their father and their sister. Could I leave now and cause another loss to befall their family? Even though I’m not technically their sister?

      Or am I?

      “What do you want to do?” Sterling asks, pulling my eyes toward him again. “Would you like me to take you home? I could tell the revel was a success. I think Tien would agree that you’ve done enough.”

      “Do you want me to go?” I ask.

      Sterling glances back at the horses. Madseok digs in the dirt with a hoof, but Zebsar looks at Sterling with intelligent longing. He wants to run again. He wants to get back out onto the water again. “No, but I also don’t want my human girlfriend being eaten by a cabbyll-ushtey on the ride back to West Raven. What you did earlier was crazy, stupid, Aria.”

      His tone is stern, but he smirks.

      “I know,” I say, smiling back. But I have full confidence that I’ll return safely and probably want to ride again very soon.

      I nearly blurt out that I think I might be the lost queen. That I’ve lost my memories because someone took them. My connection with Madseok, my ability to remember the queen’s siblings and how I felt so at ease at the revel led me to think maybe I’ve succeeded so much because my subconscious remembers all of it. Because it was my life. I’ve just forgotten.

      Either way, I have to find out whether I’m actually Carys. While I’m at it, I might as well try to save Faerie.

      I can see the surprise and confusion on Sterling’s face when I say, “I think I’ll stay awhile.”
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      The ride back is just as thrilling. With the sun climbing closer to its apex and the air warming more, I feel sticky where my skin has dried with the salt water. It doesn’t bother me much. I occasionally close my eyes while lifting my head toward the sun to soak it all in. I can hardly believe this is real life and not some nightmare-turned-lovely dream.

      I’ve failed. I don’t hate Faerie. I don’t fear it as I did. My neraidaphobia is truly gone, if it was ever real. I’m no longer anxious to get back to my world or my life. Faerie has sucked me in and wrapped me with a warm comforting blanket, whispering assurances, and promises. And I can’t help believe it speaks nothing but the truth.

      The fae can’t lie, I imagine Faerie herself can’t lie either.

      I turn my head to look at Sterling, who lifts two eyebrows and smiles with a challenge. When he tilts his head slightly, I know exactly what he’s asking. Instead of nodding and determining if he’s ready, I dig my heels into Madseok’s flank and crouch down, pushing my cabbyll-ushtey faster across the waves.

      My water horse is fast. When we approach a choppy section of the water, he zigzags to avoid tipping over a wave and tossing me into the blue-green depths. I think we’re leagues ahead of Sterling and Zebsar, but when I glance back to check, they’re less than a horse-length behind us, so I push harder.

      But it’s not enough. A green flash of Zebsar’s body cuts us off and forces Madseok into a skidding stop. He rears upward, chirping like a panicked porpoise. It’s all I can do to squeeze my thighs and hold on to his slippery seaweed-like mane to avoid being spilled into the water.

      Fortunately, I’m able to keep my seat. Madseok steps high in place for several seconds as I catch my breath, but we slowly sink into the water until his legs are submerged and the water comes up to my knees. Zebsar and Sterling have also sunk, so it looks like he’s riding the back of a duck or swan.

      “What was that for?” I ask, still breathless as the adrenaline courses through me. It was a close call. I try not to think about what might have happened if I hadn’t held on for dear life.

      But then I see them. Several human-like heads bob just ahead of Zebsar’s body, all with luxuriously beautiful locks of hair in varying shades of blonde and brown. I don’t need to see their fish tails below the water to know we’re in the company of mermaids. Sterling said The Sea of Neptulus is where the Underwater Court is located. It isn’t surprising that we’ve run into some from their court.

      “Tread lightly, my queen,” Sterling whispers. “After all, your father died of unusual circumstances in The Sea of Neptulus.”

      I know his words aren’t evidence that he suspects I’m actually the queen, but he’s again worried about being overheard. And the part about my father is information I wish I’d known before I raced to ride a water horse. Apparently, cabbyll-ushteys aren’t the most dangerous thing out here.

      I nod in understanding as our horses glide nearer to the group of merfolk.

      “So, it is true,” one with thick blonde tresses says. Her face is beautiful. Her lips pink and full. But when she lifts a hand and swishes the water in front of her, I note that her fingers are webbed. “The queen has returned.”

      “I have,” I say, sitting straighter and donning the air of pretend queen again. “How might I be of service to the noble Underwater Court?”

      I don’t miss the wide-eyed stare from Sterling. I hope I haven’t sold my soul by asking the question. I was on such a high from riding Madseok and feeling invincible by all my successes, it just came out.

      “Y-you mean, you want to help us?” The obvious shock on the face of the small, auburn-haired mermaid tears at my heart. I tragically realize my slip had nothing to do with danger or putting my life in the hands of sea creatures. It’s because the queen, and I assume the king before her, never would have asked the question. How did they address the courts? I didn’t think I’d said much.

      “I want to be a better queen. I have seen that certain things in Faerie need to be changed, and I’m willing to make those changes.” I want to glance at Sterling for reassurance but have to remind myself he is a commoner. I might not see him in that light, but there is a hierarchy here. I can’t afford any more slips. If Tien were with me, I might get away with it, but it doesn’t feel smart to risk it with Sterling.

      Clearly, it’s another thing that needs changing, but one thing at a time.

      Several pairs of green and blue eyes glance at one another. I assume they are silently asking each other if I mean what I say or if they dare ask for my help. Only a handful of moments pass before the blonde one turns to speak again. “It’s our sister. She was caught in a fisherman’s net. Although we plead with the st—with the fae to release her, they dismissed us and took her.”

      I don’t miss the slip. It wasn’t just any fae but star fae who took the mer. “Did you recognize these fae? Perhaps which way they went?”

      “The boat headed toward Isi Aura.”

      “I will see what I can do.” I don’t know the name, but I have Sterling. “As soon as I return to shore, I will ready myself and locate your sister.”

      The mer look overjoyed and surprised that I offered to help. I get a chorus of enthusiastic thank yous and statements of gratitude about my return before a handful of iridescent-scaled tails wave their gossamer fins like diving whales back into the deep.

      When I look at Sterling, his mouth clamps shut. He looks away, then jerks forward, prompting Zebsar to move forward and run the rest of the way to the shore at West Raven. I do the same with Madseok. We lift on top of the water again, racing back.

      Once we are safe on dry land and our horses are more land-horse-like, I quickly dismount and march up to my boyfriend.

      “Was that wrong?” I ask, gesturing toward the sea. He gently guides the cabbyll-ushteys back toward the stables. It’s a struggle to keep up, and I trail behind him. “Am I not supposed to help the merpeople?”

      Sterling turns to me but jerks back to walking swiftly in quick, self-contained strides.

      When we reach the stables, a dark-haired, pale-faced boy with pointy bat-like ears takes the horses. He disappears through the doors, leaving Sterling and me alone.

      My heart pounds with worry that I’ve royally screwed something up. But when Sterling closes the distance between us, gripping my face with both hands and leaning down to press his lips against mine, I’m confused, but I’m pretty sure I’ve done something right.
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      “What was that?” I whisper when we part.

      Sterling takes my arm and links it with his, guiding me back to the palace with a grin on his face. “Once, right before her father died, Carys and I were out on a midnight ride in the middle of a massive storm,” he says, looking ahead. The grin doesn’t fade as he speaks and leans closer to me. “It was our favorite condition to ride in,” he explained. “Anyway, a group of mer stopped us that night too, pleading for her help. It was a similar plight. One of their own was captured and sold into slavery, possibly even killed. Carys said she’d look into it, but I knew she didn’t mean it. They knew she didn’t mean it.” His voice and his face turn wistful. “I could hear in her tone and see in her eyes that all she wanted was to get back to our adventure.” Sterling smiles again, but it’s forced. “She isn’t a bad person, but in that moment…” He sighs.

      “In that moment…?”

      His eyes lower to look deeply into mine. “In that moment, I was so disappointed.” Sterling grips me tightly again, pulling me into his arms. “But you…” His green eyes seem to pierce me, straight through my center. “You were amazing.”

      I lift on my toes to meet another kiss.

      “This is what I mean when I say I see something in you that was lacking in her. Never doubt my feelings for you. I might have years of history with Carys, but I’m falling more and more in love with you, Aria Whisk. And it’s because of things like that. Proof of that intangible thing I sensed the first time I laid eyes on you.”

      My cheeks burn at his speech. I can’t help but place a palm against my cheek and look away.

      Sterling is in love with me? I didn’t think we were there yet, but when I meet his eyes again, I see how much he means it. He loves me.

      “Well, I meant what I said,” I say, changing the subject. I’m not ready to reciprocate his declaration. Not until I know I’m there too. If it bothers Sterling, he doesn’t show it. “Where is… I can’t remember the name of the place they thought the mermaid was taken.”

      “They said the boat headed toward Isi Aura. The capital of the Summer Court.”

      “Then let’s go!” I move to head toward the palace, but Sterling grabs my arm, stopping me. “What’s wrong? I’ve done what Tien asked. The revel was a success, and I’m sure he’ll take me home soon. I don’t see why I have to stick around the palace prancing around in fancy dresses anymore. I’ve proven myself. Everyone thinks I’m the queen and things are good again.”

      “I agree, but you’ve been awake for an entire day and a night!” he protests. “You should get some sleep.”

      “I’ll sleep while we travel,” I say. “I haven’t seen any cars, but you have like carriages or something, right? We don’t have to walk, do we?” That could be problematic because as the excitement and thrill wanes, I am feeling dead on my feet.

      He smiles and releases me. “No, we don’t have to walk, but sleeping in a carriage isn’t very comfortable.”

      The answer is simple, near-automatic and without question. “I feel for her. I was taken against my will not long ago, and I know how much can happen in a brief time.” I think about Grass-Beard and shudder. “I don’t think we should waste time sleeping while who knows what is happening to that mermaid.”

      “Take some time to clean up, then?” he pleads. “Or at the very least, change? You won’t be able to do much if you look more like a drowned gryla than a high queen.”

      “I don’t know what a gryla is, but you’re right. I could use a bath.” My legs chafe against each other with the dry salt from the sea on my skin. I itch in places that would be un-ladylike or un-queen-like to scratch. “Let’s clean up, get changed and meet back here in fifteen minutes?”

      Sterling hooks an amused eyebrow. “How about an hour?”

      “Right, because you need time to fix your hero hair,” I tease. “An hour it is.”

      “Hero hair?” Sterling asks, falling into step with me and touching his hair self-consciously.

      I laugh, remembering my foster dad’s comment about my boyfriend’s hair. “It’s what Blake calls it. He obviously didn’t know you were fae. I assume it’s always perfect because of what you are?”

      He nods. Not out of arrogance but just the reality of being supernatural. “Do you want me to walk you up? Do you remember how to get to your room?”

      “I can find my way,” I say. “Besides, you might need the entire hour for your hair.”

      He grabs me roughly, turning me so he can plant an exasperated kiss on my lips. I laugh and push him away, jogging away from him up the path.

      My smile still splits my face when I reach the landing to the queen’s quarters. I can’t remember what happened to my shoes, but the smooth tiles of the floor are cool on the soles of my feet. I pad down the corridor, avoiding the long rug so I don’t get it dirty. It’s a stark difference from the rough dirt of the path and the sandy beaches.

      Someone stands in front of an arched window across from my bedroom. Someone dark-haired with hands clasped behind his back. I don’t need to see his face to know it’s not one of my—er, the queen’s—brothers.

      “Tien?” I say when I get closer. “Why are you waiting outside my door?”

      He whips around, color rushing up his neck. I’ve caught him off guard. Confused, he turns to look at the closed door of the queen’s bedroom, then points at me, and his jaw slackens.

      “I’m a mess, I know,” I say and can’t help but smile wider at the thought and the reason I’m a such a mess.

      His eyes rove me from head to toe, scrutinizing my appearance with narrowed eyes and pursed lips. If I didn’t know better, I’d think my bedraggled look amused him.

      “Sterling said I look like a drowned gryla,” I say feeling self-conscious under his stare. “Whatever that is.”

      One side of his lips pulls upward, and he takes a step forward. “It wasn’t a compliment.”

      “I didn’t think it was.”

      “Could I speak to you a moment?”

      “Quickly? I’d like to clean up.” And Sterling will be waiting. I can already hear his teasing tone if I’m the one who takes longer than an hour.

      “Then I won’t keep you long,” he says, bowing slightly.

      I watch him expectantly.

      “You’ve done very well,” he says, closing the distance between us to lower his voice. He doesn’t want to be overheard, even though it’s clear we’re alone on this floor. “Imitating Carys. The revel was a success, and I have full confidence that everyone who saw you and spoke with you is convinced that you are our lost queen, returned.”

      That was a compliment. I’m speechless. I knead my hands together as they’ve become suddenly clammy.

      Tien shuffles uncomfortably at my silence. “I came to tell you I would take you to the river and then home, but I assume you want to sleep first?”

      I nod. “I appreciate your offer but—”

      “Wait.” He interrupts, and a look of horror passes over his face as the realization finally hits him. “You smell of salt and the sea. Please don’t tell me my brother took you out on that damned horse?”

      “Actually, I took myself out on that damned horse.” And it was amazing. And I’ll probably do it again, but Tien doesn’t need to know that. “But yes, Sterling was there too.”

      “They could have killed you! Do you know what cabbyll-ushteys do to humans? What they sometimes do to fae?” His arms lift in frustration, and he takes a step backward. When he moves closer again, it looks like he wants to grip a fistful of his hair, or grab and shake me, or pull me into his arms. He does none of it.

      “Yes, they drag them to the depths of the sea to eat them,” I say, hitching one hand on my hip as I try not to smirk. “But as you can see, I made it without suffering a single bite.”

      “You could have been killed,” he says through gritted teeth. He drops his hands again into tight fists balled at his sides.

      “I didn’t know you cared so much,” I say with a skeptical eyebrow lifted.

      Tien watches me with a measured stare. He seems to conclude that I’m not injured and there’s no point obsessing over what might have happened. He relaxes and the smile, although partially forced, returns. Tien shakes his head incredulously. The smile turns genuine as he folds his arms. His former anger has vanished. “You are something else, Aria Whisk.”

      “Wow. Not human? Or human Aria?” I say, ignoring the strange flip of my stomach and burn of my cheeks when he says my name. “What’s it to you, anyway? You kidnapped me and brought me here, what do you care what I do with my time now? Or whether I’m eaten by a water horse or survive another day now that I’ve played the part of your little queen?”

      “I don’t regret bringing you here, but I’m not so unfeeling as to wish for your death.” Tien’s voice cracks.

      In case you need me to play your queen again? I think, but I don’t say it.

      “Well, don’t bother waiting around to take me home,” I say instead. “I’m staying a while longer. There are some things I want to do.” I walk toward the bedroom door, ready to end this conversation. That’s twice now he’s made my heart race. It’s unsettling.

      “You’re staying?” A pleased smile flashes before he can squash it and wipe the emotion from his face. I can see he didn’t expect me to say it either. “Has Faerie captured your fancy? I thought you hated it here.” He folds his arms and leans against the wall near the door, putting half of his face in shadow. The light of the midday sun shines through the windows and illuminates the other half. I try not to stare at the way the light hits the dark locks that curl slightly around his ear and neck.

      “I don’t hate it,” I say with a hand on the knob. “But now that I’ve experienced what it’s like to be queen, I thought I might do some good before I go. You know, pretend to be her a little longer.”

      “Is that so? What do you intend to do?”

      “Rescue a mermaid,” I say, removing my hand to fold my arms. “While we were out on the cabbyll-ushteys that didn’t eat me, Sterling and I stumbled on a group of sea folk who said one of their kind was captured in a fish net. Instead of being set free, they took the mermaid. They think she was taken to the Summer Capital, and I promised to try to rescue her.”

      Tien frowns. “And what makes you think you can do anything about a missing mermaid?”

      “The fact that I have the face of the queen and can simply demand information and her release.” I tilt my chin higher.

      “You shouldn’t meddle with fae business,” Tien says, waving a dismissive hand and reaching around me to open the bedroom door. “Get the sea washed off you, I’m taking you to the river. You can sleep when you get home.”

      “You’re such a hypocrite! If you truly believed I shouldn’t meddle with fae business, you wouldn’t have brought me to your court or to a revel pretending to be your queen. What will you tell everyone when I suddenly disappear again? Have you thought about that?”

      “I have a plan for that.”

      “Of course. You have a plan for that.” I’ve heard that before. “I’m not going home yet.”

      “You’ve done what I brought you here to do. There’s no purpose in taking on something so small, especially because… never mind. You’re going home.” He waves a hand, gesturing that this conversation is over. But I won’t obey orders from him.

      “Never mind what?”

      He won’t look at me and stares at his shadow on the wall. “Whoever took the mermaid probably had cause. You think you know Faerie because you spent a few days tromping through the Spring Court and flitting around the palace in royal dresses? If you had any idea what the residents of the Underwater Court were capable of, you might not be so quick to rescue a mermaid.”

      Right. The sea folk killed the king.

      “She probably hurt the fisherman who caught her,” Tien adds.

      But I doubt she killed the king. Sterling said Tien was on the side of those who condoned the poor treatment of the full fae. Perhaps he even agrees with punishing or enslaving the innocent.

      “Like what, tearing their net while trying to get free?” I snap. “And if so, I bet they took her magic away before they carted her off. Because accidentally tearing a net is a perfectly reasonable reason to punish a full fae.” I’m seething, and my chest feels tight.

      “Where is this coming from? Since when do you care what goes on in Faerie and what happens to a full fae?”

      “Since I’m pretty sure I’m Queen Carys!” I blurt out and resist the impulse to clamp a hand over my mouth. Instead, I stand straighter and own it.

      Tien scoffs and clenches his jaw before speaking in a clipped, low tone, “You are not my queen.”

      “Then how do you explain my face?” I wave a hand in a circle around my head.  “How do you explain how I so easily convinced everyone I’m her? The fact that her siblings believe I’m her?” Plus, I have had recent memory loss.

      “Coincidence. Doppelgängers, although rare, are a reality,” he says lowering his head so we’re eye level. He stares into my eyes with an intensity I can’t break. “You convinced everyone because I trained you to convince everyone. What Sterling said about Faerie food is true. It can help with memory and clearly enhanced yours while you memorized names and descriptions. You are not Carys.”

      I don’t believe him, but I don’t want to argue. “Well, queen or not, I have her face and can convincingly pretend to be her. I plan to use my coincidence for good and make a difference.”

      “You don’t know what you’re doing. You’re entertaining things you don’t understand. Things that could get you killed.”

      “Whatever.” I walk into the open bedroom, ready to slam the door shut between us, but Tien stops it with a firm hand.

      “You know how I know you’re not Carys?” he whispers.

      I don’t humor him with a response. Feeling a thrill rush through me at the discovery of my lost protections. Perhaps I never needed them.

      “Queen Carys would never do this. She isn’t reckless and impulsive. She knows how Faerie works and what is important and which side is the right side.” Tien removes his hand from the door and bristles. “You’re not the queen. You’re just a silly child. I’m taking you home before you can do any damage or get yourself killed. Get cleaned up. I’ll wait out here.”

      Tien folds his arms and backs away from the door, but I can see he’s serious. He’s staying outside my door until I come out so he can take me back. And I know he will drag me kicking and screaming back through the portal without a second thought if he has to.

      I slam the door, but it’s not as satisfying as I’d like.

      What do I do now? Sterling will wait for me. What will he think when I don’t show up? Will he know Tien stopped me? Will he think I changed my mind and that I’m no better than the Carys from the story about their midnight ride in a storm? The one who only appeased the sea folk so she could get back to her riding?

      I stomp to the large window to look down at the courtyard at the forever bloom roses. Then I look over to the nightstand where the clippings Maeve cut for me still sit. They’re still alive and blooming and vibrant. I wonder if they’d survive the trip back to my world.

      A shuffling behind me captures my attention. I whip around to see Maeve poke her head out from the other room. By the wafting smell of jasmine, I know she’s drawn another bath for me in the ginormous tub.

      “I know now what you meant when you said you thought I could make a difference, especially for your kind,” I say, staring back down at the courtyard. “I know how the full fae are enslaved by the star fae. And that Faerie is dying.”

      “And you wanted to save that mermaid who was captured.”

      I glance at her.

      She looks chagrined. “I heard your conversation when Captain Firetail opened the door. I knew you differed from her. And I still believe you can make a difference for my kind. Wanting to save the mermaid proves it.”

      “But I can’t. Tien won’t let me. As soon as I bathe and change, he’s carting me off, back to the human world.” I turn and glance at the luxurious bed that beckons me. My limbs are weighted down with exhaustion. Both physical and emotional. “I guess I could make him wait a few hours while I take a long nap.” I like the thought. I would annoy Tien, but it would only put off the inevitable. No matter how long I take, I know he’ll be waiting to take me away the second I exit this room.

      I look back at Maeve. “I’m sorry, but I can’t save anyone.”
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      I doubt Tien will let me walk through the rosebushes in the courtyard again, let alone say goodbye to any of my siblings. I wonder what he plans to tell everyone. His plan that he can’t be bothered to share with me. Will he say that I’ve taken ill and can’t see anyone? That I’m attending to my duties somewhere remote while regular letters with ‘my instructions’ on how to run Faerie are clearly laid out in each?

      Something irritates my wrist. When I reach with my other hand to scratch it, the vine Maeve made for the revel—limp and looking half-dead now—still circles my forearm. I turn to my maid, apologetic.

      “The salt water killed it,” I say. “I’m sorry, I should have taken it off before—” Seeing the spring fae creation gives me a thought, and my eyes snap to hers.

      “It’s alright, Aria,” she whispers my name. “It’s just a parlor trick. I can always make another.”

      I glance down at the courtyard again and then back at her. A spring fae. A fae who can grow things. “Can you make a bigger vine? One that would reach all the way down there?”

      Maeve glances out the window and downward. Her eyes widen before meeting mine again. “You want to climb down to the courtyard?”

      I rush toward her, gently gripping her shoulders. “Sterling and I planned to go to Isi Aura after we changed,” I say. “We were going to save the mermaid.”

      “But Captain Firetail—”

      “You heard Captain Firetail. He’ll take me straight home the second I walk out that door.” I point at the door, knowing Tien still stands as warden on the other side. “Please? I don’t want to go knowing I could have done something.”

      It’s difficult to read the expression of a creature with such an inhuman-like face, but I see the gears turning in her head, followed by a look of determination that quickly shifts into thinly veiled panic. “They will have my head if they find out what I did.”

      “Then come with me!”

      She nods enthusiastically while backing away from the window. She looks around the room before her eyes land on the door.

      “We must be quick. Anyone paying attention and looking out a window on the other side of the castle,” she points, “will see that the queen is scaling the building. They will rush to find out why.” As Maeve speaks, a thick green vine wraps itself around the doorknob, thickening and sprouting large pointed leaves. It reminds me of a fairy tale, like the vine Jack used to steal from the giant. As it grows, it coils and moves toward the window.

      “Good thinking,” I say, gesturing toward the door. I don’t think Tien will try the door yet, especially if we can scale the palace unnoticed, but he’ll probably have to get help when he realizes in several hours that he can’t open it. It will buy us more time. “We should probably go now and not wait for the vine to reach the ground.” I grasp the end of the vine and tie it around my middle. “We’ll let it lower us down as it grows.”

      Maeve nods and concentrates on the end. She makes it wrap more securely, threading between my legs and around my upper chest to make a harness. She makes another harness for herself too.

      “Ready?” I ask, rushing to the vanity to grab the chair to smash through the window.

      “He’ll hear you!” she whisper-shouts, holding a hand up to stop me from using the chair. With her other hand, she conjures a small sharp stick. She shoves it into the glass, poking a hole. I feel like I’m in a strange fae Mission: Impossible movie because the other end of the stick also has something sharp that she uses to score and cut a large hole in the glass. When it’s cut, Maeve carefully pulls the glass inward. It makes that smooth sliding glass sound. Once it’s out, she sets it gently on the bedcovers. I don’t have to glance at the door to know there’s no way Tien heard it.

      “Kraa!” My raven flutters through the window, landing on the floor beside us.

      I smile. “You know what we’re about to do, don’t you?”

      “Kraa!”

      “Wanna come? We’re getting out of here to save a mermaid.” Excitement bubbles in my chest even as my mind wraps around how ridiculous the words sound. I still don’t know the morrigu’s intentions, but I can’t help feel like she’s on my side.

      Her thick, black beak lifts. Then she flutters back out the round hole and dives.

      I glance at Maeve once more before running and jumping after the bird.
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      We make it out of the palace undetected. Maeve even grabbed one of my dresses and helps me change out of the ruined violet number I’d been wearing since the revel, concealed in the stables with several pairs of crimson eyes watching me undress. When I reach into the pockets of the ruined dress to transfer my protections—the rowen berries and salt—they’re gone. Probably sitting at the bottom of The Sea of Neptulus. I feel a jolt of fear at their absence, but I’m still standing. Unharmed.

      I decide not to worry about them.

      Even without bathing, the soft, cream-colored dress is a hundred times more comfortable. Probably because it’s clean.

      Sterling’s face is one of surprise when he sees me. He waits to ask any questions until we’ve hopped into the carriage he’s procured. Soon, we’re well on our way, heading northwest and hugging the coast.

      “Tien wanted to take me home,” I say. “So, we snuck out.”

      Sterling sits across from me and glances at my maid briefly before turning back.

      “Maeve helped me get out. I didn’t want to get her in trouble, so she’s coming with us.” I pause. “Oh, and Maeve knows I’m not the queen.”

      Sterling shifts in his seat, but when she assures him she’s on our side and won’t tell a soul, he settles again. Maeve has that trustworthy, calming effect on everyone.

      My raven lets out a kraa just outside. She’s perched in the rear, as if watching our backs.

      “She’s coming too.” I point in my raven’s direction. “I think she approves of this little mission.”

      “And Tien?” Sterling asks.

      “He’s still waiting for me to finish bathing, I assume,” I say. “And maybe take a nap. I think we have a few hours before he barges through the door.”

      “He’ll be angry when he finds out.”

      “Well, I’m still not happy with him for kidnapping me,” I counter, crossing my arms. “Now we’re even.”

      Sterling smiles and shakes his head. “What do you plan to do, Your Majesty? Storm into Isi Aura and demand to know where this mermaid is? You’ve really taken to this queen thing, Aria. You’re caring about the subjects and escaping the captain who would stop you in order to do it!” He waves a hand. “Although I didn’t think a queen would do all that while still smelling like a cabbyll-ushtey.”

      I shift in my seat at the reminder. I feel so gross. Seeing Sterling’s freshly washed hair that looks perfect as always makes me feel even more grimy.

      “We’ll find a spring for you to wash in,” he says, his smile wider. “And you have Maeve here to fix your hair.”

      “We should get a good head start before stopping, but yes, I would like a bath.”

      The High Queen of Faerie can’t arrive at the Summer Court capital looking like a drowned gryla, after all.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sterling lived up to his promise. He found me not only a spring, but a hot spring to bathe in once we were well out of West Raven. Finally clean and back in the soft dress with my hair hanging down to dry in the ever-increasing warm air, I finally fall asleep against my boyfriend’s shoulder. With the gentle rocking of the carriage and having been awake for well over twenty-four hours straight, my nap is fairly restful despite my discomfort. When I wake to the waning light of day, I realize I’ve slept for several hours.

      Sitting up to gather my bearings, I look out the window to my right. I expect to see the expanse of The Sea of Neptulus with its beautiful deep blue depths and white-capped waves.

      Instead, I see everything gray… and dying.

      Well, not everything is gray. The sky is still blue with streaks of white clouds strewn about like spattered paint on a canvas. Everything below it is muted, as if the color gray conquered every other color in its path and built an empire. A sparse, brown canopy slices the sky, looking like the edges of burned parchment. Below it, the sun-bleached skeletons of trees stand tall. I imagine it was once a beautiful, and probably enchanted, forest. On the ground where the gray is strongest, there is thick, dirty, cement-colored swamp water. Shadows are everywhere. The scene gives the chill and feel of a haunted and dilapidated graveyard.

      “Where are we?” I whisper.

      “About ten miles out of Isi Aura,” Sterling says. His voice sober. Muted. Almost like the gray has gotten to him too. “We’re well into the Summer Court now. The Sea of Neptulus is a few miles behind us.”

      “What happened here?”

      “Star fae happened.” Sterling speaks so quietly I almost don’t hear him.

      I glance at Maeve sitting across from me. She won’t meet my eyes and stares at her white and brown hands.

      “This is what happens when star fae take magic from the full fae?” I ask, horrified.

      “Not just one,” Sterling corrects. “But yes, this is the result.”

      “Why has no one done anything?” If I were in the place of the Summer Court royalty, or any of the other royalty, I’d have a serious issue with the star fae. They’re killing the land and enslaving the full fae. It’s a strange position to be in, playing the queen of those who caused this. I feel like the queen of the villains. But the star fae aren’t all bad. Sterling isn’t. The princes and princesses aren’t either. All the praefectus and various star fae I met at the revel seemed like good people. Even Tien is good, although he rides a morally gray train having kidnapped me, but he was desperate. I see that now. It was wrong, but his intentions were good. He cares about his court. He’s a good guy, mostly. “How can the star fae continue to do this?”

      “Most don’t know about this,” Sterling says, staring at the depressing landscape. “This is pretty remote. I decided to take a route less traveled when I found out you’d escaped my brother and he wasn’t on board with this excursion.”

      My cheeks burn. I hadn’t intended to tell Sterling about the crazy bungee-jumping escape to avoid Tien. Maeve must’ve mentioned it while I was asleep.

      “Most travel back through the Ohm Mountain pass, the one we came through to get to West Raven. Then they travel up through the center of the Summer Court.” Sterling tears his eyes away, the green in them looks dim as he talks. “This is the worst I’ve seen it. In most places, it’s only a dead tree here or there. Trees aren’t supposed to die in Faerie, but I think it mostly goes unnoticed.”

      “It’s getting worse?”

      Sterling shrugs, either not willing to give an opinion or unable to because he doesn’t know.

      “This is horrible.” I look out the carriage window again, feeling hypnotized by it. It’s like the horror of passing a car crash I can’t look away from on the highway. In my mind, I contrast the beautiful spring-blossom trees I walked through shortly after coming to Faerie to the ones I see here. I imagine that same beautiful forest full of skeleton trees and gray sludge.

      It makes me nauseated.

      It also makes me feel something other about it. I don’t feel like a human who has seen a tragedy and sheds a few tears before moving on. I feel this pain and loss of magic and cruelty done to an entire race of people and environment as if it’s a part of me. Or I’m a part of it.

      Tien is wrong. He doesn’t think I’m the lost queen. He says I’m not Queen Carys, that I couldn’t possibly be her, but he’s wrong.

      I belong here. I feel it in my bones. I belong here.

      I like the Kings, and I’m grateful for them wanting me to be a part of their family. But I’ve always felt that ache of something missing. I thought it was my lost memories or a family I couldn’t remember. Maybe that was part of it, but it feels like this is what I lost. This place, these people, this magical land. I feel like this is where I belong.

      The familiarity of Faerie has nothing to do with a pretty lure intended to draw a human into its trap. It feels familiar because it is. Maybe I’m not completely human.

      After all, I lost my rowen berries and salt, and Madseok still didn’t eat me.

      What started as a crazy, impulsive mission to save a mermaid has turned into so much more. It has opened my eyes to see what is going on in Faerie. Maybe the real reason Tien brought me here—or brought me back—is so I can fix things.

      Sure, I still plan to save the sea creature, but I also plan to speak with the Summer Court royalty. Reparations need to be made. Faerie needs to be healed. Talking with those in power is the first step to do it.
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      Isi Aura literally glows and sparkles with light. I shouldn’t be surprised because the summer fae’s magic is light and fire, but seeing it shining so brilliantly after what I witnessed in the forgotten corner of the Summer Court is harrowing. The contrast between the dead, gray forest and the colorful, living and breathing capital of Isi Aura feels like the movie The Wizard of Oz when Dorothy’s world goes from black and white to technicolor.

      Heads turn and eyes watch as we pass by shops and buildings on our way to the Summer Palace. Sterling was smart in procuring the queen’s carriage when we left West Raven. We arrive as a queen would arrive, with announcement and authority. Still, my hands feel sweaty and my pulse races as I wonder if the stares are curious or vengeful. Despite that, I can’t help but gape in awe at the grandeur of the Summer Court. Hopefully no one sees my jaw unhinged. I try to keep at least my face concealed in the shadows of the carriage.

      It’s so warm, and well… it feels like summer. The buildings are open and airy without windows or doors. Only pillars hold up roofs, most of which have skylights spread wide like forever bloom roses. It reminds me of tropical locales in the human world, although I’ve only ever seen those in pictures on the walls of tourism offices and, like pretty much everything else I actually know and remember, in the movies.

      We stop just before arriving at the court for Maeve to arrange my hair in a braided crown-like updo. I’m thankful for it because my neck was beginning to sweat with my long hair hanging down over it. I see that the summer fae also wear their hair up or short in the heat. Light and loose clothing for them is also a must. Shirts and dresses and pants billow in the soft breeze as fae bustle around their city. Some clothing only covers the essential parts. I have to avert my eyes as heat rushes up my neck and cheeks when I see a pair of very scantily clad males with horns sprouting from their heads and well-defined muscles on their purple-tinted abdomens. They both carry large baskets of fruit on their shoulders.

      As we approach the Summer Palace, its sharp spires pierce the blue sky and sparkle with such intensity that I suspect it’s not glittering walls but summer fae magic that makes it so blinding. When the dark wood gate sputters out sparks like fireworks as they swing open to greet us, I’m concerned about the gate catching fire in its own display.

      It’s a little ostentatious in my opinion.

      “Your Majesty.” A tall man—no a very tall man, like, inhumanly tall—greets us when the carriage pulls up.

      “He is Duke Flint Islandwort, Praefectus for three of the boroughs surrounding Isi Aura,” Sterling mutters in one breath as he takes my hand to help me out. Finally, my walking, talking cheat sheet is at my side.

      “Duke Islandwort,” I say, my tone bright as I walk up to him. “What a pleasant surprise. I did not expect to see you at the Summer Court Palace today.”

      The duke offers an arm for me to take while Sterling helps Maeve from the carriage. The two of them follow a few steps behind. I hate that Sterling acts like he’s inferior, but I can’t comment or protest for fear of revealing secrets.

      “What brings you to the Summer Palace?” the duke asks.

      “I should have sent a message ahead,” I explain. “But my departure was a bit spontaneous and abrupt. I wanted to speak with King Aeden about a matter. Do you know if he is available to see his High Queen?” I didn’t mean for that last part to come out, but it seems like something a queen should say. King Aeden might be a king himself, but he is, after all, one of my subjects.

      “I cannot speak for the king, but I’m sure he’ll make time for the high queen.” The duke snaps his fingers at a male wearing a tan-colored billowing shirt that looks two sizes too big. The boy looks as if he were a piece of furniture or decoration but jerks to attention. “See if the king will meet High Queen Carys,” the duke says to the boy. “I’ll escort her to the northern parlor.”

      “Yessir,” the male says and skitters off down the hallway.

      The northern parlor isn’t what I’d imagine a parlor should look like. It has bamboo lounge furniture with white cushioned seats and red throw pillows. They sit between two infinity pools that extend from the inner wall to half an Olympic pool length outside where they drop off at what looks like a very high cliff. The view is amazing. A large valley stretches out until it reaches the sea in the north.

      “My queen,” a tenor voice says.

      I turn to see a man who looks about eighteen. He has thick yellow hair and one of the most beautiful faces I’ve ever seen beneath it. He’s glowing. Even his pearl-white teeth seem to sparkle when he grins.

      “King Aeden,” I say, keeping my voice even. I remind myself that fae age differently but also that summer fae are the best at glamouring themselves because they control light. He’s only so blindingly gorgeous and too-young-looking because he’s tricking the light to make himself look that way.

      His appearance shifts slightly as an amused smile emerges. “It seems my glamour has fooled even you, Carys,” he says. “It has been a while since I was confused for my older brother.”

      I rack my brain for what this fae’s name could possibly be, worried my gaff will give me away immediately if I don’t cover quickly. If Tien were here, he’d step in and address the prince—I assume he’s a prince?

      Summer Court Prince. Think. Think. Think.

      The satisfied smile grows larger as the prince approaches me, walking slowly. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was trying to be seductive.

      “And how is Princess Tyra, Prince Pyroc?” Sterling says, joining my side and taking my hand in his.

      Lightning strikes at the name of the Autumn princess, Tyra. I remember the conversation she and I had at the revel when she told me about her very physical relationship with the summer prince. I remember thinking she was trying to get a rise out of me. Like I should be jealous.

      It’s a very bold move on Sterling’s part to step forward and essentially claim me. Even I know that. Still, I’m grateful for the save. He’s my boyfriend. Carys intended to make him her mate, there’s nothing wrong with having it out in the open now. Even Tien said so at the revel.

      “She and I had a… falling out,” Pyroc says. He flinches with a sneer that I don’t miss.

      Another yellow-haired beauty walks in behind him, this one looks like he’s about twenty-five. He’s equally as gorgeous, but I feel the air of authority radiating from him. I also sense a much higher level of maturity and respect.

      “Apparently, I’m not needed,” Pyroc says bitterly. I see his eyes flash to Sterling’s hand still joined with mine. A small part of me wonders if I should care about what just happened with the prince if I really am Carys.

      But I don’t remember and I don’t care, so I forget it.

      “I was pleased to hear of your return, Your Majesty,” King Aeden says when the prince leaves. “What brings you to the Summer Court?”
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      Standing at the edge of The Sea of Neptulus never gets old. I could stare at its sparkly blue-green waves for hours without getting tired or weary of the view. I do, however, prefer the cooler air down in West Raven where the temperature is always spring. I can see why the past monarchs put the Raven Palace in West Raven instead of North Raven in the warmer part of Faerie. The summer fae obviously don’t mind the heat.

      “I didn’t question it before, but since when does the High Queen personally make the long journey for such an insignificant task?” King Aeden interrupts my wandering thoughts.

      I feel his eyes on me as I stare after the freed mermaid, her pale blue fin waving as she dives and disappears into the waves. I try not to show my irritation at his comment. “It is not insignificant to the mermaid. Or her family.”

      “True. But what prompted the—”

      “Change of heart?” I finish for him, then finally turn to look at him. “Let’s just say I’ve seen things in a different light since I’ve been back.” My pulse quickens, and I clasp my hands behind me to keep them from shaking. “I wish for things to be different. I’m not pleased with the way the full fae—your kind—are being treated.”

      King Aeden’s yellow eyebrows arch in surprise. He grips his chin the way Tien does sometimes.

      His expression gives me courage. “I want to change things.”

      “I take it you took my words at your coronation to heart?”

      “Hmm?” I hope my question sounds more musing since I have no idea what he said to Carys—or me—at the coronation.

      “That so long as you sit on the throne, history won’t repeat itself.”

      I nearly jump in excitement. “You predicted it! Let’s change history.”

      “And how do you propose we change history, Your Majesty?”

      I have no idea. I don’t know politics, or at least can’t remember if I know.

      “Let’s have a meeting?” I suggest. “Come to the Raven Court. We’ll gather other fae, and we’ll talk.” It sounds good at least. Hopefully someone can coach me on what to do. Ha! This could be my ticket to stay in Faerie longer. Tien won’t drag me back now.

      The king considers this before nodding. “A summit then,” he says. “When shall we meet? I assume you wish to inform the other court royalty and gather your praefectus as well?”

      “Yes, obviously,” I say and glance at Sterling who stands farther up the beach. When? I mouth to Sterling with pleading in my eyes because I have no idea what a good time frame is for these sorts of things.

      Easily reading my lips, Sterling holds two fingers out at his side.

      I smile and turn back to the Summer King. “Let’s meet in two days,” I say, although it seems quick. I realize I still have to convince Tien it’s a good idea.

      “Two days is soon,” the king says.

      Oh no. Have I made a huge gaff? Own it, I tell myself. “Well, the matter is urgent. We should address it as soon as possible. I’m certain the other courts will agree and will welcome the change. It is for yours and their benefit, after all.”

      King Aeden frowns briefly. I hope I haven’t offended him. But he merely says, “Of course, Your Majesty.” And bows.

      We say our goodbyes. I have to hurry home to get Tien and the palace prepped in less than two days. Soon, we’re in the carriage and on our way back. This time, we move along the more frequently traveled route. I won’t have to see the dying forest again.

      I smile at my cleverness for finding a way to stay in Faerie longer and for my success in freeing the mermaid. It feels good to be queen. Although, I need to get better at the small details, like when a good time for a summit might be.

      “King Aeden is right,” I say to Sterling once we’re out of Isi Aura and away from possible eavesdroppers. It’s also nearly full dark. “Two days is quick. Do you think we can get everyone at West Raven in time?”

      Sterling smiles. “I meant two weeks, not days, Aria. I didn’t think you’d interpret my two fingers as only days. A fortnight is typical in these situations.”

      “Well, I didn’t know!” I laugh. “I’m a teenager from the human world. I don’t know what’s proper when it comes to Faerie politics.” I still can’t bring myself to admit to him that I don’t fully believe I am just a teenager from the human world. I don’t think he’ll be so obstinate and declare there’s no way I’m Carys, but I also don’t want to hear kind arguments that might be more convincing. And I don’t want my suspicions to be false.

      “Spring will be easy since West Raven is within their court,” Sterling says. He glances at Maeve sitting next to me, who agrees. “And Autumn can come quickly because they’re close. Winter might arrive late purely on principle. Two days is not customary, so Queen Silver is likely to be defiant.”

      “Well, then we’ll take time to convince the others while we wait for the Winter Queen to arrive.”

      “But you’re missing something.”

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s not the fae courts you need to convince,” he says. “They’re the ones being enslaved and mistreated. This plan of yours is all in their benefit. It’s the star fae who need convincing.”

      “He’s right,” Maeve says quietly.

      “You’ll also have to assemble the praefectus and convince them something needs changing,” Sterling says. “Some of them are very obstinate, especially the ones who remember the Great Purge. You might not accomplish what you want in one summit. And also…” He stops.

      “What?” I ask, hating that his hesitation to give his opinion might be an automatic thing since we’re in his world, and he’s stuck in his role. I wish he wouldn’t do that with me. Whether I’m Carys or not, I don’t see Sterling as some inferior. Honestly, I don’t see Maeve that way either.

      “I know I’m just a stable groom and don’t know much about politics,” he continues. “But I do know the fae. They’ll see this as an opportunity for a bargain. After all, they’re the ones being mistreated. If they can find a way—any way—to get the upper hand and control Faerie, or the Raven Court…” He pauses again. “…or you, they’ll promise you anything you ask.”

      “Beware of Faerie bargains, got it,” I say and wonder if it would be wise to get more rowen berries and salt. Or maybe I truly don’t need them. If I’m wrong, if I’m nothing more than a human with memory loss, then it was foolish of me to lose them and not get more.

      The carriage jerks to an abrupt halt, creating pinched lines between Sterling’s eyebrows and a concerned purse of Maeve’s lips. Sterling pokes his head out the window to see what’s happening. He only takes a small glance before looking back at me. His expression is unchanged.

      “What is it?”

      “Some winter fae. They look like some of the Queen’s Own. Her personal guards.”

      “Is she with them?” I’ve never met the queen of the Winter Court but can’t help imagine she’s intimidating and dark. She’s probably the opposite of the warm and inviting King Aeden and even his arrogant younger brother, Pyroc.

      “No. But we should stop and talk with them.”

      And by we I know he means me, since to the winter fae my entourage are only a few servants.

      “Okay. Let’s talk to them.”

      Sterling climbs out to help me down. From the corner of my eye, even in the world now covered in shadows and only the light of the moon, I see my raven flutter above. She perches on a high branch. It’s nice to see her. She was scarce while we were in Isi Aura and vanished when we passed through the dying forest. Sterling stays near the carriage when I approach the fae.

      The warm smile seems out of place on the white, long-faced fae with large wings covered entirely with black feathers. His attire is also black, and his eyes are rimmed with deep shadows, giving him the appearance of a creature who is undead. Two others flank him. I only briefly glance at the upright wolf-like male fae and the red-eyed girl, who otherwise appears like a normal human until she flashes a smile that shows off pointed teeth. I look back at the black-winged fae. He’s clearly the leader.

      It feels like I’ve walked straight into some hokey horror movie. Maybe like the one I was supposed to watch with Blake and Lindsey what feels like so long ago.

      “Your Majesty,” the fae says in a low, airy voice. All three of them bow low. “We were informed that there is to be a summit at the Raven Palace?”

      I force myself to retain eye-contact despite my sweaty palms and pounding heart. It’s a good thing it’s so dark. They probably can’t tell how nervous I am. “Yes. In two days. Although, I haven’t told your queen yet.” How could they already know about it?

      “King Aeden is spreading word throughout Summer Court, and we were in the area,” the girl explains, although it feels flimsy. It’s not like she’s lying but like she’s not telling the whole truth. “He also sent word to Queen Silver on your behalf.”

      “Kraa!” My raven calls from her perch.

      “That saves me from needing to contact her, then,” I say. “I’ll have to thank him.”

      “It is good to see that you’ve returned,” the winged-fae says, drawing my eyes back to him. The feathers of his wings look soft in the pale moonlight, but it would probably be rude to ask if I could touch them. “All in Faerie were concerned and looked high and low for your hiding spot.”

      “I assure you, I wasn’t hiding. But it warms my heart to hear I was missed. Will I be seeing you at the summit?”

      “Actually, we hoped we could stay at the Raven Palace until the summit,” the winged-fae says. “Heading all the way back to the Winter Court would cause us to be late.”

      “Kraa!”

      I glance up at my raven wondering if she sees some unknown danger. All the more reason for us to continue back to safety.

      “Of course you can stay at the Raven Palace,” I say. It could cause trouble if Tien sees them before I can explain things… ugh. This is getting complicated. “Just be discreet,” I add, half-distracted and ready to get back into the carriage. There’s a shift in temperature in the air. It’s making me uneasy. “Captain Firetail doesn’t know about the summit yet, and I need to explain things to him before court members begin arriving.”

      “Of course, my queen,” the winged-fae says. “We will be as ghosts. No one will know of our presence until the time is right.”

      My raven kraas once more before flying off.
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      True to their word, the winter fae vanish the second we enter West Raven. If I didn’t know better, I might assume they changed their minds and returned to the Winter Court after all. Or perhaps it was all just some scene from a horror movie I daydreamed about, and I didn’t actually meet the winter fae.

      Daylight is breaking again. The carriage is brought right up to the steps leading to the Raven Palace so we can exit. I don’t mind the walking, but sometimes it’s nice being queen.

      “I need to check something in the stables,” Sterling says, climbing back inside. “You should find Tien.” He points a brow at me.

      I swallow over a hard lump. “I thought you were coming with me to talk to him.”

      “I won’t be long. I’ll catch up.” He pounds the roof, and the carriage jerks forward.

      “You will do brilliantly, your majesty,” Maeve says, seeing my uncertainty as I watch the retreating carriage. When I look at her, the brown wrinkles around her eyes crinkle. She offers a smile imbued with confidence.

      “It’s just that the last time we spoke, he was ready to cart me off and send me back home.”

      She reaches out to pat my hand. I feel a tingling magic brush against my skin as a tiny, delicate branch circles my wrist. This time, it sprouts tiny pink flowers instead of yellow. “It will be alright,” she assures me. “I have faith in you. You have already done so much. So much more than…” She trails off as tears fill her pale eyes. “Thank you for doing so much for the fae.” Her voice catches, and she dabs at an escaped tear with the corner of her sleeve.

      We enter the palace, but she immediately moves to leave me. “Now. I must find the right dress for you to wear for this summit!”

      “But it’s not for two days,” I complain, now feeling abandoned by her too. Technically we only have about a day and a half, but whose fault is that?

      Maeve rushes ahead, toward the stairs. “It might take two days of sewing! I must get started!”

      I can’t help but smile up after the fae woman who has come to be a dear friend as I finger the new bracelet around my wrist. I know she is kind and treats me as such because she knows I’m not Carys, yet she still wants to help me and see me succeed.

      I head to the staircase and climb upward toward my—the queen’s room. I should’ve asked for a bath to be drawn before letting Maeve rush off. I’d like to get the grime of traveling off me, and I’d like to get into a new dress.

      Wow. It’s crazy how quickly I’ve come to expect baths and dresses over showers and graphic t-shirts and jeans. I muse at how quickly I’ve adapted to Faerie as I take the steps two at a time.

      And crash into something solid and clad in all black.

      “Aria.” His voice is one of surprise. “You’re back.” I had expected anger, but he almost looks relieved. Did he… miss me?

      “Tien,” I say.

      Heavy steps come from below.

      “I see you’ve found him,” Sterling says, walking up behind us.

      Tien’s expression turns stony. “Where have you two been?” Tien grumbles between clenched teeth and folds his arms.

      Sterling shoots me a sidelong glance. “Perhaps we should go talk somewhere more… private?”

      “Fine.” Tien whips around and begins climbing the next flight of stairs.

      Sterling and I share a look before silently following Tien.

      “Carys!” One of the princes squeals and rushes toward me. He wraps his arms around me when we reach the third landing.

      Is everyone just hanging out on the staircase today?

      Celeste and four of the younger girls are behind him.

      “Hello, Virgil,” I say, patting the little prince’s head.

      He pouts, jutting a lip forward. “Piz and Quin took everyone to Stardale and left us here with Celeste.”

      Celeste rolls her eyes. “Piz and Quin took Atlas, Geminia and Rio. They hardly took everyone.”

      “I didn’t want to go,” Ophi says, wrapping both arms around my legs. “I wanted to stay with Carys.”

      I bite my lip realizing they didn’t know I’d actually left them for a day and a half. How did they not realize I was gone? Is Carys often scarce in the palace? I suppose it is large…

      On the other hand, perhaps this is an insight on how fae view time.

      I feel Tien’s gaze on me and don’t have to look to know he is seething with impatience.

      “I have a meeting with the captain here,” I say, pointing at him. “Can I find you later? Maybe we’ll play a game before dinner.”

      Ophi bobs her head up and down, releasing me right as Sage also gives me a quick squeeze.

      “Okay, come find us,” Virgil says, no longer looking like he feels left out.

      Celeste offers a smile just for me when the younger ones skip ahead. She nudges my shoulder when we pass. “After you’ve spent some time alone with Sterling too though, right?” she teases, glancing at him out the corner of her eye. “That’s why he’s following you?”

      Sterling hears her and ducks his head. I feel a blush creep up my neck, coloring my cheeks.

      “Hush!” I shush her but share a giddy grin before parting.

      Tien leads us up to the queen’s bedroom and shuts the door gently behind us.

      “Funny place to talk,” I say, mimicking his stance with arms folded.

      “What happened?” Sterling asks, looking at the gaping circular hole in the window-wall Maeve cut for our escape.

      The wind blowing through it whistles against the glass.

      “Didn’t you know? That was Aria’s escape exit,” Tien explains with vitriol. “We need to get an architect in here to fix it.”

      “You jumped out the window?” Sterling whips on me, impressed.

      “Maeve made a vine,” I say feeling pleased at his unspoken praise. Looking around, I see that someone has untied the vine from the doorknob and coiled it in a neat pile near the door. Its leaves are wilted and brown now.

      Sterling hides a smile and shakes his head at the floor.

      “Wipe the grin off,” Tien snaps.

      “Oh, relax, Brother. Aria wasn’t in any danger.”

      “But you shouldn’t have taken her! Where did the two of you go, anyway?” he asks. “Off on some honeymoon retreat?” The way he asks the question is strange. Like he’s curious and not accusing.

      “We went to Isi Aura,” I say. “To free that mermaid I mentioned.” I’m surprised he didn’t guess it.

      “I told you not to go, not to meddle.” He shakes his head in disapproval. “We checked the main road…” He trails off but speaks low. Mostly to himself.

      “We took the back-roads,” Sterling answers. “Aria wanted to right a wrong. What’s one mermaid to you, anyway? She did what you wanted her to do. She performed perfectly at the revel and convinced everyone she’s Carys. What do you care what she does now? You were ready to send her home!”

      “I care when the girl who has the face of our queen runs off to save a lowly mermaid,” Tien says, jabbing a finger in my direction. “Please tell me that’s all you did.” He closes his eyes and pinches the bridge of his nose as if dealing with unruly children.

      “Well, we spoke with King Aeden,” I say, glancing at Sterling for support. He smiles warmly, but I see the trepidation in his eyes. “And...”

      Tien’s eyes fly open and his arms drop. “And?”

      “And… I called for a summit. King Aeden is coming, and the Winter Court has been apprised.” I lift one shoulder. “We just need to contact Spring, Autumn, and the Underwater Court.”

      “And the praefectus,” Sterling whispers.

      “And the praefectus from each court.” I blurt it out quickly and in one breath, as if it might ease the blow.

      “And what is the purpose of this summit?” Tien is seething. I swear steam spouts from his ears in thin tendrils.

      I straighten again. I was brilliant while talking to the Summer King, I can certainly talk to a mere captain of my own court without shrinking. I glimpse a blue and green and silver picture on the wall with one glowing crimson-eye. It’s a blur of spray and movement, like the photographer had difficulty capturing the beast, but I know it’s a cabbyll-ushtey. I can smell the salt of the sea and almost feel the mist of the spray just looking at it. It buoys my confidence remembering how I felt while riding Madseok.

      “To discuss the treatment of the full fae,” I say, raising my chin. “The star fae cannot enslave and treat the full fae so harshly. The summit is to talk—”

      “You what?!” Tien shouts, lifting both hands in the air in exasperation. “You have no idea what you’re playing at! You have no idea…”

      Sterling slinks to the door. “Maybe I should—”

      “You’re not leaving!” Tien interrupts. I give my boyfriend a wounded expression for wanting to desert me.

      “But it’s the right thing to do!” I say when it’s clear he’s staying.

      “Carys would never do this,” Tien says, still gesturing with both hands. “But even if she did, she’d know how to do it without getting herself and the rest of us killed. This is dangerous, Aria. You’re putting too much power into their hands.”

      “But I haven’t even done anything!” I argue. “Once the other courts arrive, we’ll—”

      “You will do no such thing! You will not be speaking to the courts about any of this!”

      My blood begins to boil. “You can’t speak to me like that,” I say, my voice dropping low. “I’m seeing this through. Whether you like it or not, it’s happening. I’ve already told King Aeden who has been spreading word.”

      “You’re not—”

      “You brought me here to be your queen, and that’s what I’m doing. I’m doing what a queen should do. Helping her people. The way the star fae treat the full fae is horrible. It’s unacceptable. Have you even seen how parts of Faerie are dying because you keep stripping the fae’s magic? I have to do something.”

      “You have to do nothing! You are not the queen!” Tien shouts. “You may look like her, you might even act like her sometimes, but you are a human who got it confused in her silly little head that she might actually be the Faerie monarch. And you’re not.”

      My head snaps to Sterling. I never dared bring up my suspicions about my possibly, actually, being the queen.

      His eyes are wide and full of betrayal. I don’t blame him, but what is he wounded for? For my suspicions or for telling Tien and not him?

      “Sterling, I…”

      “You two can argue just fine without me,” he says, backing away to the door.

      “Sterling—”

      He holds up a hand, stopping me. “Tien, I think you should know that Aria invited some winter fae to discretely stay in the palace.”

      “Who was it?”

      “Bane, Versus, and Glace,” he says. Then he leaves the room, shutting the door behind him.

      My eyes widen; I didn’t know Sterling knew the winged fae, the wolf, and the girl.

      “The queen’s own. I’m surprised she wasn’t with them. Let’s just hope they aren’t here to destroy us,” Tien says coolly.

      “You think they’re here to destroy us?” I ask. I am suddenly distracted by the sound of wind increasing as it flows in through the hole in the glass. There’s something else too. A buzzing energy I can’t name fills the air. My eyes draw up to Tien who looks at me with a poorly covered expression. He feels it too.

      When I glance away, he marches to the door. I assume he will also leave.

      Before he can yank open the door, someone knocks softly. Maeve walks in.

      “I thought you might like a bath after our long—” She cuts off when she sees Tien. “I’m sorry, I can return later.”

      “I was just leaving,” Tien says roughly, pushing past her.

      I smile wearily at her. “Yes, please. A bath would be wonderful.”

      Feeling the tension, Maeve rushes to the other room. When I move back to the open doorway, Tien still hasn’t left. But he isn’t looking at me. His head is cocked to the side as he looks at the window.

      “What is it?”

      “Shh,” he says, lifting a hand to silence me.

      Then someone screams.
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      I rush to the bathroom. Tien follows. Maeve stands still as a statue. Her mouth is open in a silent scream. Her pale eyes are rolled up, revealing only the whites. Tendrils of ivy green hair fall loose from her tight bun. The ends are stained… with blood. Something metal protrudes from her chest, right in the center and bright red blood pours from the wound, soaking her dress.

      I scream as she crumbles to the bathroom tiles. A dark figure emerges from behind her body, rushing toward me. But Tien is quick. In one swift movement, he reaches downward and pulls a long golden sword out of nothing then lifts it to block the blow aimed at my neck.

      I crouch down and crawl like a cockroach toward my maid as metal clanks against metal. Tien pushes the attacker into the bedroom. I press two fingers against Maeve’s throat, searching for a pulse. Do fae have pulses? The red blood pooling around her suggests she had something beating inside her, but I feel nothing. My hands hover frantically over her. I don’t know what to do. I don’t know if there is anything I can do. When I look into the always-white-and-brown face of the fae who has become a dear friend, her coloring is ashen. Gray. The color has been pulled from the rich brown accents and even the bright white that made her face look as if it were carved from an aspen tree. Not even an hour ago, she skipped up the palace steps, declaring she would spend the next two days sewing something amazing for the false queen. Now her face is only a sickening, dying forest gray.

      A loud crack and then a thud reverberates through the walls of the bedroom. Then I hear the sound of shattering glass. It’s loud and piercing and sounds like rain falling as the fragments skitter against the outer walls of the palace. They tumble into the courtyard below.

      The window will need more than a simple repair by the architects now, I note, thinking of Tien’s ire toward the vine-bungee escape exit.

      Tien’s face re-enters the bathroom. His green eyes are fierce and bright. His dark hair is in disarray. “Aria,” he breathes, but then his eyes widen. He shouts my name again in warning before lunging at something behind me. The clattering cacophony of clashing swords resumes. I whip around so my back isn’t vulnerable to another surprise attacker. I scoot awkwardly backward toward the far wall, tucking myself behind a pillar. I knock bottles of bath scents from their shelves. Several crash and shatter on the floor. Lavender and jasmine and lemon and orange and rosemary in all their strength mix together in a broken pool at my feet. The strong scents burn my nose and make my eyes water. I blink to clear my vision. Tien and the blur of another black-clad fae each holds their sword with two hands, like lightsabers, in a death match.

      Tien is forcing the attacker step by step toward the rose-petal-filled tub. Just a few more steps, and he’ll tumble into the water. It will give us a few precious seconds to escape. Without looking, I grab a handful of glass next to me until my fist grips a scent bottle still intact. Using all my strength, I hurl it at the fae’s face. I am no athlete, I have no aim or technique, so the bottle hits the fae’s calf, shattering against it. It’s enough of a distraction though. The sword of the fae clatters to the tiles as he loses his balance. Time slows as he waves his arms like wind-mills before falling back into the scented water.

      Tien doesn’t waste a second. He dashes toward me, gripping the hand that chucked the bottle to pull me to my feet. With one last glance at Maeve’s supine body, we rush from the room and into the now open-air bedroom. Feathers fly from slaughtered pillows. The bed is split with a frame broken like Narnia’s stone table. It sinks in the middle where another body lays in the center of it.

      Unconscious or dead, I’m not sure. All around the body are broken picture frames and torn photos among shattered glass. The picture wall is now bare. Sadly, I don’t see the cabbyll-ushtey picture that imbued so much confidence in me moments earlier among the carnage.

      Without releasing my hand, Tien grips the vine that is still coiled near the door. He makes hasty work of a knot tied to the doorknob. Same as Maeve.

      I feel the panic in my eyes when Tien looks at me. He wants us to jump.

      “You’ve done this before, you can do it again,” he says roughly. It’s more urgent than unkind. He stares at me long enough that I have to look away to break the spell. Wrapping the vine securely around his wrist, he gestures that I should grip the vine above his. He releases my hand and hooks a secure arm around my waist.

      I suck in a breath.

      “We’ll scale the wall, but we have to go quickly.” Tien glances toward the bathroom doorway. I can hear the fae sloshing around as he climbs out of the bath.

      I nod and rush with Tien to the open window.

      He looks down once. Then he seizes my eyes, locked with his own in an attempt to keep me calm. He counts down.

      “Three… two… one…”

      We jump.

      We have to leap over the broken window and down to the part of the wall that’s still solid. I nearly lose my grip when we land, but Tien keeps me secure.

      “I didn’t recognize the attackers,” I say, feeling myself become hysterical, although, now is not the time for hysterics. “Th-they weren’t the fae we met on our way here.” I’m justifying my stupid action in letting possible enemy fae run freely through the palace. “How did these ones get in?” Did those fae let them in?

      “We’ll talk about that in a minute,” Tien says, looking around. Searching for something. “I don’t know if the fae in your bedroom will cut the vine to drop us or climb after us.”

      My eyes widen. We’re so high up, falling from this height would likely be the end. “What should we do?”

      His gaze lands on something, and he gestures downward. “We break that window and get inside.”

      “How? We’re hanging on the edge of a building!”

      “We jump out and use our body weight to break it.”

      “Will that be enough?”

      “It has to be.”

      Quickly, we scale down farther until our feet are planted on the smooth glass. Tien wears heavy boots, but I’m barefoot. He orders me to climb on his back so I don’t cut my feet when the glass breaks. I obey, scrambling to climb up his thick shoulders and trying not to lose my grip on the rope. It proves impossible.

      Several heavy drops of water land on my head. I look up to see the fae that fell into the bath hovering over us.

      “Tien!” I shout and then point.

      He looks up, then looks back at me. “We have to drop. Fast,” he says with a terrifying and strangely thrilling intensity.

      I nod and swallow. I have no idea what he means or how we’ll accomplish it, but I’m pretty sure it’s going to hurt.

      Following his lead, I scurry down the vine as quickly as I can. I catch my hands on the rough parts and get caught on the large leaves. I’m slow going and mutter a curse. When the vine shakes from something besides our movement, I know instantly that the fae is cutting or loosening the rope.

      A wave of adrenaline washes over me.

      Without a word, Tien grabs my waist roughly, pulling my hands from the vine in a jerky motion. It makes my hands burn from the friction.

      He lets go of the vine, and we drop.

      My stomach leaps into my throat for several seconds. Before I can scream, Tien grips the vine again with a rough jerk. He nearly loses his grip on me so I wrap my arms around his neck and my legs around his middle, praying I can hold on tight.

      We drop again.

      When he catches the vine the second time, I lose my hold and fall through his arm. In a flash, he grips hand. It’s wet and slips until he holds only my fingers. I snap my head up and see blood dripping from my hand. I must have cut it when I threw the glass bottle at the fae up in my room and gripping the vine made the injury worse.

      Tien looks up, likely wondering how much time we have until the vine is cut free. It’s thick, but our enemy might only be working on the knot around the doorknob. We could drop any second.

      “There!” Tien shouts. He gestures downward to our right at a small window ledge that’s only big enough for half a foot. Slowly swinging his arm toward it, he guides me to the ledge. I feel my fingers slipping more. Without thinking too hard, I leap—pathetically—and manage to throw myself to the tiny foothold. I grip some wood thing that juts out from the wall with my fingers, making sure my uninjured hand holds tight.

      Having use of both hands, Tien scrambles quickly down the vine until he’s several feet below. He gestures that I should lower myself back into his arms. I crouch down slowly, keeping my hand high above and still clutching the wood that looks like it might be used to put something on to barricade the window should there be attackers. It’s something that would be used if the would-be attackers were coming from the outside, not the inside. I leap into his open arms. Again, I wrap my legs around his middle and my arms around his neck. Then I bury my head into his shirt. My breathing is short and quick. My hand pulses with rushing blood and pain.

      With a better hold, Tien lowers us quicker than I ever could have. We drop the last few feet into the courtyard. Without a word, Tien takes my uninjured hand and pulls me away from the open, vulnerable area.

      “Are you familiar with Homer?” he asks, pulling me through the grand hall. He opens a small panel in the wall that leads to a small corridor. “The human Trojan war and the horse?”

      “Yes, the Greeks hid in the large wooden horse and waited until the city of Troy went to sleep. Then they attacked from the inside,” I say, wondering if he’s distracting me with random trivia.

      Closing the panel behind us, we’re washed in darkness. Tien knows his way around and pulls me through it without hesitation. “I think that’s what happened.”

      I see. This is my fault after all. I let the horse in. I let the enemies in. I even instructed them to make themselves scarce so no one could have suspected them, at least not until Sterling admitted that I’d let them in. Bane, Versus, and Glace.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You couldn’t have known.” Tien isn’t angry like before, which makes me feel even worse.

      We walk in silence for what feels like a hundred steps before we stop. Tien releases my hand. A few seconds later, a match ignites and Tien lights several lanterns around what I now see is a small room with bunks and supplies. A sort of panic room.

      “Stay here,” he says. “I need to help protect the palace.” Then he leaves me alone with only the dim light, too many shadows, and heavy-weighted guilt.

      What have I done?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      I don’t want to leave the panic room. It’s not because I’m scared but because I’m ashamed. I feel like I deserve to live out the rest of my short human days in a dark, damp room with no windows and all shadows. I feel foolish for ever thinking I was some fae queen. But when Tien comes for me, he insists that I return to a more suitable room.

      Appearances.

      I sit against the wall of Carys’s old bedroom with my legs tucked against my chest on the hard floor. I can’t very well hang out in the queen’s pearl-colored bedroom with the broken bed, the shattered window and picture frames, and the blood-stained floor.

      It’s all my fault. My meddling. My stupid, thoughtless idea that I was a queen with power and authority and responsibility to change something that’s been ingrained in these supernatural creatures for who knows how many decades or even centuries.

      I’m not a queen. I’m not a fae. I’m just a stupid human with an unfortunate face. I survived the cabyll-ushtey ride by pure luck. Madseok should have eaten me the moment I lost the berries and the salt.

      Maeve would still be alive if not for me. The kind, immortal creature who created only beautiful and useful things is dead because of me. I finger the delicate vine bracelet she made moments before she died. I notice most of the pink flowers are gone, probably ripped off in my panicked escape. Only one limp bloom is left.

      It takes nothing to pull it free and flick it away.

      I’m grateful none of the princes or princesses were hurt. Tien assured me the ones still in West Raven were swiftly taken to safety long before we scaled the palace wall. They were shaken, but unhurt. Still, it’s my fault they were traumatized.

      I can’t bring myself to crawl up onto the luxurious bed to get more comfortable or even sit on a rug instead of the hard floor. It’s hardly a punishment. With the soft light filtering in through the window and the intangible feeling of comfort hanging in the air, it feels like having a warm blanket wrapped around me. I always loved this room and always felt more… at home in it? I guess? More than I ever felt in any other room in the palace.

      I should have insisted on staying in the crime-scene bedroom.

      Even though I only spent that one night with the princes and princesses here, I still feel Maeve’s absence. I almost expect her to walk into the room, ready to help me into the exquisite dress draped over her arm. Although my raven always came and went as she pleased, it feels like she’s absent because I screwed up.

      When Sterling knocks on the door, wanting to come in and comfort me, I send him away. I don’t deserve to be in his presence or anyone’s who might bring me joy.

      I want to go home but being back with the Kings would also bring me a semblance of joy. Back with Blake and Lindsey and Ian. Back on the couch watching a movie or bingeing a show. But at least living in the human world wouldn’t tempt me to play politics and get those around me killed. Going home would also mean going to school and enduring Miss Wen’s intrusive questions and Cassie and Holly’s mean girl vibes.

      I might find happiness in the human world. It’s the best route for me and would keep me from doing any more harm. Now I see why Tien wanted to take me home after the revel. I should have listened. I should have gone back before my actions became so destructive.

      Another soft knock pulls me from my thoughts. Apparently, Sterling didn’t take the hint.

      “Please go away,” I say, burying my head in my arms.

      He’s persistent and knocks again.

      “Sterling, I can’t—”

      The door swings open.

      “Oh. It’s you,” I say.

      Tien frowns.

      I nearly send him away too. Instead, I stand and fold my arms. He’s probably here to give me a well-deserved lecture.

      “Are you here to take me home?” I ask when he approaches. He stands at the bottom of the reverse-platform, making us nearly eye-level. Despite the distance, I now see that his eyes are different shades of green. Unlike Sterling’s, Tien’s are dark-rimmed and grow lighter toward his pupils. Sterling’s are a lighter color throughout.

      “No.” Tien rubs his jaw with one hand. “We have captured and imprisoned some of the attackers. I can’t leave to take you home until we sort some things.”

      I nod. “You’re here to chew me out, then.”

      “No, I’m not—”

      “Why not?” I interrupt, throwing my hands into the air. I turn to walk partway around the platform. He follows my movement by turning his body but wears a stoic expression and remains where he is. “I screwed up! They hurt people. They killed Maeve!”

      “We did not lose many—”

      “But even one is too many,” I say, my tone dismal with the weight of my guilt. “And it’s all my fault.”

      “We cannot blame you.”

      “Who else, then?”

      He moves to leave. I don’t know what his intention for coming to my room was. Maybe he just wanted to tell me he can’t take me home yet. But something else gnaws at me.

      “Wait,” I say. He stops and turns again slowly. His eyebrows are raised and pinched together. His mouth is twisted to the side as if in confusion.  “Thank you. For saving me. Even though I messed up really badly.”

      “Aria…”

      My stomach flips, but I hold up a hand and scowl at him. “Even though I messed up, you didn’t hesitate to save my life. Thank you.”

      He doesn’t respond. He steps forward and heat rushes into my cheeks. Our gazes lock for several breathless seconds. I try unsuccessfully to break the spell, but he succeeds. He walks out, leaving me alone again.

      When the door shuts, and my pulse steadies, I catch my reflection in a vanity mirror near the door. I still wear the dress I traveled in from Summer Court. The cream color is stained with dried blood. Maeve would have made me change by now, but she’s dead. She won’t help me dress ever again. Bile rises into my throat at the memory of my maid dying as I waved my hands around her body uselessly. But it’s my face and the way my blonde hair hangs in an unruly and tangled twist over my shoulder that makes me sick. I wear the face of a girl who pretended to be a queen and made some devastatingly bad decisions.

      I look away, but my gaze falls on another version of my face in the painted portrait on the wall. Well, it’s not my face but the actual High Queen’s face. Carys. Her clear blue eyes hint at adventure that hides just beneath the surface, like she’s ready to run off and ride Madseok across the salty waves of The Sea of Neptulus. She’s confident. She knows exactly who she is. Staring at her, I’m again reminded of everything I’m not.

      And how foolish I was to think I might actually be her.

      But none of it changes the fact that I look like the fae queen. Even though I’m not actually her, I did some good while pretending to be her. Who knows where the actual Queen Carys is now? Is she even alive or missing her throne? Does she even care what happens to her people?

      I care. Me. Aria Whisk, a human who was once so bent on doing anything to get back to my mundane life, came to care what happened to Faerie and the creatures in it.

      My neraidaphobia is a distant memory. A silly, childish fear.

      Someone knocks on the door.

      With my face, I still have a responsibility to do whatever I can to set things right.

      “Come in,” I say.

      “I misspoke before,” Tien says. I think he looks disappointed. “I can take you home after all.”

      “I’m not going home.” Not yet, at least.

      He watches me with trepidation.

      “I promise, no more running off and being reckless. I only want to help.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What can I do to fix things? I’ll do whatever you ask. I promise.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It’s amazing what a bath and new dress does for my mood. If I close my eyes as Riull fixes my hair, I can almost imagine Maeve’s hands arranging it with her adept fingers. Except, sometimes the brownie with short brown hair and dull eyes yanks too hard and breaks the illusion. I feel like lady’s maid might be a new position for her. But I don’t complain.

      I sit in front of the vanity mirror I looked in only hours earlier with such grief and remorse and self-loathing, but now I feel the life coming back. It radiates from my core and seeps into my extremities.

      A familiar knock sounds at the door, and I bid Tien to enter. Sterling follows. My heart lifts at the sight of him.

      “I think I can manage the rest, Riull,” I say, dismissing her.

      She looks at the Firetail brothers and then back at me. “Your majesty?”

      “The captain, his brother, and I have some delicate matters to discuss before the trial.”

      “Of course.” Riull curtsies, looks at Sterling and Tien again, then excuses herself and closes the door behind her.

      I ignore Sterling and Tien’s curious looks at my dismissing her, but I don’t know if I can trust her. Also, I don’t want to get close to another fae like Maeve, only to have her die because of me. Better to keep the servants at arm’s length for their own safety.

      Plus, I assume we’ll be talking about my actual human identity, and we don’t want anyone hearing that.

      I stand, turning to face the fae brothers. Sterling has walked over to lounge at the end of my bed on the far side of the room. Tien stands in the place he stood before, on the lower part of the reverse-platform with arms clasped behind him.

      “Here’s the thing,” I start, feeling the thrumming of my pulse as I begin the speech I practiced in my head while scrubbing the blood from my skin and finally shampooing my hair. “You need me. I see that now, and I understand better why you took me and brought me here.” I address them both, but all of us know who the last part was addressed to. “Believe me, I know I messed up, but it seems like your queen has no intentions of coming back soon.” If she even can. For all we know she’s dead, captured or fled. Perhaps she became weary from the pressures of ruling an entire realm. “Since I look like her and convinced enough of those in power that I am her, let me help. Let me continue pretending to be her.”

      Tien inhales.

      “And I’ll do whatever you instruct,” I add. “No more running off to Summer Court on wild quests.” I almost add that I still want the freedom to run off and ride Madseok, since I’m not convinced I survived riding him on pure luck. But I don’t want to push it. I’m pretty sure Tien would refuse, at least right now he would. One step at a time.

      Tien adjusts his weight, shifting from one foot to the other, contemplating what he’s about to say.

      I take advantage of his pause and continue. “And since you say you can return me to the time I left, I leave the invitation open. Let me do what I need to do now and take me home, but…” I take a breath. I can’t believe I’m about to say the next part. I didn’t think I’d ever agree to the next part. “But call on me whenever you need the face of your queen again.”

      Tien inhales a sharp breath. Sterling straightens and then stands from my bed and walks to stand next to his brother. His arms are crossed and he wears an amused smile.

      That’s right. I smile at my boyfriend as if he could hear my thoughts. Biology class and football games. Bingeing shows on Blake and Lindsey’s couch on the weekends. But he can catch me on my way to the kitchen for a bag of popcorn, and I’ll come right back here to Faerie. I’ll come back to the queen’s finery and political meetings. Maybe I’ll even come back for a quick ride on cabbyll-ushteys across white-capped waves before I return to the couch with a bowl of movie snacks and sodas in hand.

      Tien’s eyes are wide, and his arms fall limply at his sides in surprise. “Y-you mean that?”

      “Yes.”

      Then maybe someday, when my youth has faded too much to pass as queen anymore, I can just stay in my world. My memories of Faerie will become only a distant dream.

      I can do that much. I owe it to the fae. I owe that to Maeve and everyone else who was hurt or killed by my foolish actions.

      “Whatever you need, I’ll come,” I add. “This is my way of setting things right. I’ll do whatever you ask.”

      “Whatever I ask?” Tien asks, rubbing his chin with his hand in thought.

      I nod, decided.

      He drops his hand and glances at his brother. Sterling reveals nothing in his expression. I don’t know if he’s aware what’s coming or if he is just refusing to divulge his thoughts to either of us.

      “You’re aware of the trial scheduled?” Tien asks, his tone changing to be all business-like.

      “Yes. For the ones captured from the attack?”

      “Yes. For Bane, Versus, and Glace, from the Winter Court. You’ll make an example of them.”

      Sterling sucks in a breath. “It’s not my place, but is that wise, Tien?” he asks. “The Winter Queen’s Own?”

      “They were the Trojan Horse,” Tien explains, glancing briefly at me. “They let in the ones who killed Aria’s maid, Trulles, Oyo, and the others. Versus himself nearly killed General Luto. It’s lucky he survived.”

      My stomach tightens. I didn’t know the general was injured. “And what will be their punishment?”

      “Exile to the mortal world.”

      I remember what living in the human world means for star fae, a much shortened-lifespan. Essentially a death-sentence.  “What happens to the full-blooded fae in the mortal world?”

      “A slow death,” Sterling says. “Most metals are lethal to the fae, especially iron. It weakens us too…”

      I look at Tien. “But that sword. The one you used…”

      “Lament. It’s the blade I pull from the Urozen, the spirit-world. The blade is made of alloyed gold, which is safe for star fae to touch.”

      I recognized the word Urozen. Tien had said the word before, though I didn’t know what it meant. Tien had never spoken the name of his sword, though. Lament was the blade he used to save my life from a fae who would have killed me. Twice. First Grass-Beard and then the one in my bedroom.

      “Metal from the human world will slowly kill them?” I ask, realizing for the first time that other than the sword, I can’t remember seeing any metal the entire time I’ve been in Faerie. Everything I’ve seen has been made of wood, stone, or glass.

      “Yes,” Tien says.

      “What would stop them from coming back? Couldn’t they just use a portal and return?” I don’t like the idea of punishing anyone, even those who were responsible for Maeve’s death. But I remember my oath to go along with whatever is necessary.

      Tien looks at me, meeting my eyes and seizing them with that invisible force he somehow wields against me. “We must make them an example,” he repeats in a near-whisper. “You said you’d do anything.”

      “Yes. I know,” I say, but my throat tightens before Tien reveals the rest.

      “Before they’re banished to the human world, you will strip their magic.”
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      “But this is what we’re trying to avoid!” I argue. “Have you seen how Faerie is dying?” I shudder at the memory of the gray, dying forest. I wish I had a picture as evidence to show Tien. “Every time a fae’s magic is taken, it only gets worse.” I glance at Sterling for support, but by the shrug of his shoulders I see he is powerless. Which is infuriating.

      “We cannot let them think it’s okay to attack the Raven Court!” Tien argues, walking up the steps to stand in front of me. I resist the urge to step away from him. “This is damage control. This is justice for everyone who died in that attack. You said you wanted to help, Aria. You said you’d do whatever I asked. This is how you can help. Be the queen and punish those who hurt us!” Tien’s chest rises and falls rapidly, the emotion roiling off him in waves. It’s potent. I glance at Sterling to escape it.

      He looks uncomfortable too.

      “Think of the greater good, Aria,” Tien whispers. I look up at him, seeing the patriotic passion in his eyes while ignoring my stomach flip.

      The greater good. I suppose there’s no way of ever changing things for the better if the Raven Court is no longer the ruling court. I’ve heard the history. When the Raven Court wasn’t on top, they were massacred by the other courts. But in order to keep that power, I must do unpleasant things while wearing the face of the queen. Unpleasant things for the greater good.

      Without looking away from the green depths of Tien’s iris that suddenly reminds me of the water of The Sea of Neptulus, I say, “Okay. I’ll do it.”
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        * * *

      

      Since I’m human and can’t actually strip a full fae’s magic, I’m supposed to pretend to be the one to drain the magic from the three accused. Tien will actually be the one to do it. I still don’t like it, but I’m grateful he can’t force me to do the deed. It’s strange, because although what I’m about to face is unpleasant, I don’t have the dire wish for an excuse to leave like I did at Matt Green’s party. I couldn’t use the Scam Likely excuse here like I did with Holly and Cassie, even if I wanted to. Being in Faerie has changed me somehow. Pretending to be a queen has changed me somehow.

      I sit on the plush, pearl-colored throne that reminds me so much of the queen’s bedroom where Maeve died. It pierces my heart with deep pain. It’s the first time I’ve been in the throne room. I’ve decided, if I were actually the queen, re-decorating would be next on my to-do list after this unpleasant event was over. I would want no more reminders of my mistakes and losses. But I’m not the queen, and I’m not staying much longer.

      Tien stands at my right. I’m told it would be the place for General Luto if he were here, but he is still laid up, so Tien gets the position. He will do the accusing. Then I will be jury and judge and sentence them.

      The smile on Bane, the black-winged, long-faced fae, is no longer warm and inviting. It’s cruel. Even with his wolf-like face, I can tell Versus scowls at everyone he looks at. Glace is stone-faced, expressionless, as she’s led to stand before me.

      I feel a rush of cold at their approach. Is it my imagination or the effects of winter fae using magic for what they inherently know might be the last time they can access it?

      Something catches my eye to my left and I glance over to see the reflection of only my face. I’m surprised I look so… queenly. So regal. Fortunately, the surprise doesn’t show in my expression. When I turn back to the accused, I keep my face neutral.

      “Fae of the Winter Court,” Tien addresses the small crowd that has gathered. He didn’t want to take the chance of another attack, so he only invited those who would spread word but would not organize an uprising at this demonstration. “Bane of Avala, Versus of the Forest of Night, and Glace of Avala, you were brought into our court, into the home of the Raven Court, in good faith by the High Queen. You have betrayed Her Majesty and the star fae and have caused gross injuries. Do you deny it?”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be rotting in a cell by order of Queen Silver?” Versus growls, gesturing at me.

      “Hush, Versus,” Bane snaps. Then he attempts a sweet smile in my direction. “My cohort does not know what he is saying.”

      I frown and shoot Tien a look as a murmur rushes through the crowd. If he realizes what the wolf-man might have just revealed about Queen Carys’s possible location, he doesn’t show it.

      “Do you deny it?”

      “We deny nothing,” Bane says after directing sharp looks at his fellow accused. “The position of High Queen should be the honor of the Winter Queen.”

      “You’ve heard their admission of guilt,” Tien says, looking at me. “What is your will, my queen?”

      I take a breath and straighten. It’s my turn. Hopefully, my voice doesn’t shake as badly as my hands are. I hate that I’m doing this, but I promised. Whatever Tien instructs, I promised I would do. Maybe if I bide my time, I can find a way to do some good for my people—er… for these people.

      “For your crimes against the Raven Court and against the star fae, you will be exiled to the mortal world,” I say, reciting the speech Tien drilled into me only moments ago.

      I hear no gasps in the crowd or cries of dismay. It seems the sentence is what they expect.

      “Before they take you to the portal, I shall strip the winter magic from you, draining it to seep into the ground and back into Faerie.” Of course, this is what the star fae think they’re doing when they take the magic. They think it’s still in existence in the realm of Faerie, just not accessible to the fae who used to own it.

      I know that whatever is happening, the magic is gone once it’s taken from the fae. Otherwise, Faerie wouldn’t be suffering like it is.

      I lift my hands for dramatic effect. Tien says it’s unnecessary in order to strip magic. A star fae merely feels and thinks it to make it happen. But he wanted to use the gesture as his cue.

      I see the color drain from Bane’s wings, the black dulling into gray. I can see the magic dripping away. It’s disconcerting to watch. To my horror, I get more into it than I planned. I didn’t think humans could feel fae magic unless it did something to them, but I feel a strange, cold energy coming from the remaining two fae. It’s as if I’m feeling their winter fae magic.

      I can’t look at Tien for fear of giving away the reality that he’s the one pulling the magic away instead of me.

      The color then drains from Versus as Tien strips away his access to magic. When his hind paws match the rest of him, a dusty, gray-brown color, Versus lifts his head high and howls, as if calling out to a lost mate.

      I turn to Glace, and she scowls back at me.

      “Do your worst, my queen,” she says. It’s so quiet I think only those closest to us can hear her. Her words send a fire through my veins. What have I ever done to her?

      I don’t think Tien has started stripping away her magic as I stare at her. I feel a powerful urge, wishing I could do it myself. It’s horrifying but almost instinctual. As I watch her red eyes turn pink and the color fades, I know her magic is draining too. She looks like she’s about to be sick. Her eyes widen as she stares back.

      Glace flashes her teeth once, the points of them glinting in the light. Then, her magic is gone.

      I feel a sudden wash of weariness and have to resist slumping back into my seat. Wait. What just happened? I struggle to keep my expression neutral as I wave a hand for the accused to be taken away and sent into exile. I have a hard time staying upright as I walk, closely guarded with Tien at my elbow.

      “Aria,” he whispers.

      “It just took a lot out of me,” I say, waving a dismissive hand. “Everything, that is. It’s nothing.”

      It’s nothing.

      I’m just a human. I can’t take magic from fae. I was just caught up in the farce of it. Imitating a fae queen.

      “I’d like to go home now,” I whisper.

      “Of course.”

      I glance at the mirror I saw before to see if my reflection has changed, if the distress inside is clear on my face, but when I look, all I see is a window looking out into a corridor. At this angle, I supposed it doesn’t reflect the same.

      Once out of sight of the crowd, my energy quickly floods back. It was nothing, just the drain of putting on that performance, I tell myself. I can’t go back down that rabbit hole of thinking I’m the queen. In fact, I make a mental note to make sure Tien heard what Versus said about Carys possibly being in the Winter Court. Maybe she’s really there. He sounded truthful, like he was truly surprised to see the High Queen in the Raven Court and not in Winter.

      It was all my imagination. I’m just Aria Whisk. A human.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you still feeling okay about what we talked about yesterday?” Lindsey asks as I apply mascara in front of the mirror before school.

      “About the adoption? Of course, I feel okay about it,” I say, pausing with the brush poised mid-air to look at her. She stands leaning with her shoulder pressed against the doorjamb. “Why do you ask?”

      “You just seem distracted this morning.”

      “I had a weird dream,” I say with a shrug, turning back to the mirror and continuing with my makeup. “You know how dreams can put you out of sorts sometimes.” I wasn’t lying. True to his word, Tien delivered me back to my world in the dead of night while everyone still slept. Amazingly, I fell asleep in my bed and had a weird dream about cabbyll-ushteys galloping across Matt Green’s swimming pool as the football team and Cassie and Holly looked on in horror.

      It was fantastic.

      “Okay, well, don’t make any dinner plans with that boyfriend of yours tonight,” she says, grinning wide. Then she winks at me in the mirror. “We’re celebrating. We’re going out.”

      “Oh? What’s the occasion?”

      She shrugs and looks up at the ceiling with a pleased smile. “Oh, just that you’re cool with us adopting you. Get used to it, Aria. We’ll probably be celebrating more than once. After we meet with the lawyer, after we fill out the papers, after we meet with the judge. Et cetera, et cetera.”

      I smile. “Well, you won’t hear me complain about any of that!”

      When I walk out to climb into Ian’s jeep twenty minutes later, I realize I’m happier to be home than I thought I would be. At first it felt like a punishment, an exile of sorts to come back to the grind of high school and a boring life. But I welcome the break from the politics and intrigue and decisions that get people killed.

      But I am still eager to get back to Faerie. I still marvel at how much my view of Faerie has changed.

      Sterling came back with me, still the football star, still the hero hair boyfriend in my human world like he was before. For that I’m grateful. I’m glad to have his constant presence in both worlds. He’s my rock. He’s my best friend.

      After Ian parks, we walk toward the front doors. A figure clad in all black catches my eye while he leans against the side of the building, away from the majority of the crowd. I was anxious to get back, but this feels too soon. I’ve only been back for a few hours!

      “Can everyone see you? Or have you glamoured yourself to appear invisible, so it looks like I’m talking to a brick wall?” I ask Tien.

      “Everyone can see me. We don’t want the humans thinking Aria Whisk is strange,” he teases.

      “I dunno, strange isn’t so bad. Please tell me you’re not here to take me back already?”

      He smiles. “I’m not. I just came to tell you—and ask for you to relay the message to Sterling—that we’ve searched the Winter Court, and there’s no sign or evidence that Queen Carys was ever there. We’re beginning to doubt she’ll ever come back.” I think he should be more upset about that.

      I nod.

      Something crosses Tien’s face. Something intense and potent. It makes my stomach flip and my palms sweat. It’s almost like he’s in lo— no. He isn’t.

      “What is it?” I ask. “Is something wrong?”

      He shakes his head quickly, and the spell breaks. “Nothing is wrong.”

      “It just seemed like you wanted to say something.”

      A brief flash of whatever it was fills his eyes but vanishes again. “It was nothing.”

      “Alright, well, I’ll tell Sterling what you told me,” I say, turning to leave. “Oh, and Tien?”

      His eyes lift to mine.

      “Could you give me a minute before yanking me back? I promise I’ll go willingly, but my foster parents are taking me to dinner tonight.”

      He smiles. “I’ll leave you in your human world a while.”
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      “If the queen isn’t in the Winter Court, Captain, where could she be?” Luto asks me. He’s propped up in bed, but at least it’s his own. He’s nearly healed from his injuries. I try not to think about the attack. About how we lost Trulles and Oyo and that poor maid. About how I nearly got Aria Whisk killed when I forced her to jump out that damned window.

      “We aren’t sure, General,” I say, trying to focus on the conversation and not the way a pair of bluebell-colored eyes make me want to guard against everything that might hurt her. How they make me want to wrap my arms around her, to feel the softness of her blond hair against my cheek, to press my lips against…

      “Then we must keep looking,” Luto says, gratefully snapping my traitorous thoughts to a halt. “Although I don’t approve of you stealing a human girl from the mortal world and forcing her to pretend to be our queen, the thought was genius. It’s bought us some time until we can find the actual queen.”

      “Aria has agreed—” A thrill rushes through me, speaking her name.

      “Let us hope we don’t need to call upon this human, Aria, again,” Luto snaps.

      Hearing her name said with such venom doesn’t give me the same sensation as speaking it myself. “If Queen Carys was held prisoner in the Winter Court and has escaped, it is imperative that we find her before they do.”

      “Of course. It will be our utmost priority,” I say, bowing low to my general.

      When I’m dismissed, I march down the corridor with purpose. It’s vital to keep the farce of Aria Whisk pretending to be the queen a secret since we might be required to call upon her again. Because of that, I alone have been tasked with finding our actual queen along with a few trusted soldiers. If too many are involved, the general is concerned that too many questions and too many rumors will spread like wildfire. Questions such as, Our queen is safe in West Raven, so why do we seek her elsewhere? And, We can’t afford that sort of gossip to reach the wrong ears.

      A few soldiers searching all of Faerie for a lost queen is daunting and near impossible.  It’s the sort of assignment I usually crave. But if given the choice, I’d switch places with my brother. I barely admit it to myself, but I’d much rather stand as guard and companion in the human world to the girl we’ll need if Carys isn’t found, than tromp through the dangerous territory of The Harsh Land or search through the Froze Mountains for the lost queen.

      But it’s not only because we might need her again.

      Those trusted soldiers await my instructions between secret walls in the palace. I must collect myself before meeting with them. I cannot allow visions of golden hair in a twist over her shoulder and a mutinous smile split across her face to sneak into my head again. She belongs to Sterling. I scold myself. But it’s partly a reminder, too. I love my brother and would do nothing to hurt him, including trying to steal his girl.

      It’s for the best that our positions aren’t switched. But if for one second Aria’s safety is threatened, I know Sterling isn’t trained to fight as I am. I might have to…

      Focus, Tien.

      At first, I thought it was my unrequited love for Carys that I transferred to this stranger who shares her face that made me want to throw myself in front of anything that might harm her. I thought my need for her to pretend to be my queen was the reason I so fiercely watched over her and protected her. But after only a short time of knowing human Aria Whisk, I knew that was wrong. They might share a likeness; Carys might be a fae with position and power, but Aria…

      Focus, Tien.

      I grit my teeth and steel myself as I walk with heavy steps to meet my star fae soldiers.

      “Tien?” That familiar voice stops me in my tracks. A shiver works its way up my spine, forcing my shoulders back.

      I whip around, expecting to see my queen miraculously returned, but the cream and gold sweater she wears, and her very human denim trousers give her away. She wears the same clothing she wore that fated night on that quiet human street the first time we met.

      “Aria,” I breathe. My voice so quiet I’m not sure she hears.

      But she smiles and absently lifts the hair hung over her shoulder. She runs her hands over it before dropping it back in place. Then she walks toward me.

      I inhale and stiffen when she stops in front of me, close enough to touch. “Why are you here? Did Sterling…”

      She presses a finger against my lips, stopping my question.

      “What you did was bold, Captain Firetail,” she says, dropping her hand but not her impish smile. “I might have questioned it at first, but you strangely saved me.”

      How can I blame her for questioning our escape from those who would murder her in her—er… the queen’s own bedroom? “I hope you forgive me for it? But I did what I had to do?”

      Strange how she walks through the palace dressed like the human she is but uses my proper name as if afraid we’ll be overheard. I dismiss it. Humans are odd creatures. Even lovely ones like…

      Surprise shows on her face, her eyebrows twitching and her smile widening like she has just realized something or is seeing me for the first time.

      I suck in a quiet breath. What has she seen? Has my face betrayed me? I attempt to wipe the emotion from my face but fear she’s already seen through it.

      “You’re in love with me,” she whispers, stepping closer. Her eyes widen and her pupils dilate.

      “Aria, I—”

      But I’m cut off by fingers gripping the lapels of my uniform and soft lips pressed against mine. I cannot help but move my hands to her waist, twining them around her back and feeling the softness of her sweater before pulling her closer.

      Our lips part. I taste the sweetness of her breath as our kiss deepens.

      We part, and I feel my eyes widen as I search hers. Before I can question what happened or ask if she’s no longer being courted by my brother, she presses another finger against my lips and flashes a worried look.

      I hear it too. Down the hallway, heavy steps approach. It’s likely one of my soldiers, wondering what is taking me so long.

      Jerking free of my arms, she lifts her shoulders. Then she rushes down the hallway and around the corner.

      “We are ready for you, Captain,” Hrothgar, my Lieutenant says. He greets me from the other direction.

      I follow him, but take one last glance behind me. I hope to see a glimpse of golden hair.

      But the hallway is empty.

      

      End of Book One

      

      Want more? Click here for Book Two —> Hiding a Fae Queen

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you for reading!!

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading Imitating a Fae Queen! If you enjoyed jumping into the land of Faerie and Aria’s world, please leave an honest review on Amazon or Goodreads. Reviews are essential to indie authors like me!

      

      Sign up for my newsletter at http://joannareeder.com for updates, sneak peeks of future books, AND when you sign up, you’ll receive THREE FREE stories, including a prequel story about Queen Carys.
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