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      “Riding cabbyll-ushteys would make a better grand entrance,” I say. “Especially with every king and queen of Faerie gathered at the Raven Court.”

      “Grander than the queen’s schooner?” Tien asks, waving a hand at said schooner. A lock of dark hair at his temple lifts and dances in the wind.

      “Yes. Definitely grander.” I keep my eyes away from the massive stark-white sails and my thoughts away from the powerful rolling of the waves beneath my sneakers.

      The unsettling expression that keeps directing itself at me turns away with the rest of Tien, but the breeze wafts the smell of mint mixed with earth and exasperation in my direction. “Cabbyll-ushteys aren’t… practical.”

      I blow air through my lips and wave a dismissive hand. “Practical, schmactical.”

      Tien turns back so I face forward and close my eyes to escape his expression. I grip the smooth wood of the rail. The warm sun bathes my cheeks as I breathe in the salty air.

      I’m back.

      I’d much rather be riding the waters of The Sea of Neptulus on the back of Madseok, all soaked hair and flipped stomach, but I’m back.

      “As far as the courts know, you’ve been taking holiday on a private beach on the isle of Calliope,” Tien adds. “A grand entrance would only raise suspicion. Not many know you’ve been in the human realm.”

      “Noted.” My eyes remain closed.

      Despite the swaying, rocking ship, my queasiness has finally settled. After the twisty and disorienting roller coaster ride feeling that shook me after coming through the portal, I worried I’d be sick. I almost wish I was unconscious when I entered Faerie like I was the first time, sans the whole kidnapping and bringing me here against my will part.

      But I’m back.

      “What reason for leaving did you give your people?” Tien asks.

      Ha! My people. I forgot how strange the fae captain can be. I turn and lean back against the rail, gripping it with both hands. “I told Lindsey I was going to the mall with Holly and Cassie.”

      “Good.”

      “So… why did I tell my foster mom I was going to the mall?” I ask, a little disappointed he didn’t ask me what a mall is. “Can’t you just take me to the river again? Return me less than a second after I left?” I don’t say it aloud, but after all this, I probably won’t call Holly and Cassie. I’d rather spend Friday night at home after tromping around Faerie, pretending to be a queen again. As much as I’m glad to be back, it’s exhausting. Ruling a kingdom and worrying about assassination attempts is draining. But more than that—and a part I’ve only recently admitted—it’s strange to go from being an important person in a magical world with a stewardship over the lives of those I rule… to being just a regular girl where my only responsibilities are to get decent grades. Maybe it has something to do with the fact that I have no memory of my life before seven months ago, and my only regular memories aren’t very extensive. Like I can’t compartmentalize correctly or something. Who knows, maybe it would be a hard transition either way even though being that important person is just an act. 

      Tien’s expression darkens in my peripheral. “We can’t use the river like before. Not every time.”

      “Why?” I turn to him and drop my hands.

      “It’s… complicated.” He rubs the edge of his jaw.

      “Okay. It was four in the afternoon when I left,” I say. “Lindsey and Blake will expect me home by midnight at the latest. Will this take less than seven hours?”

      “While not always reliable, time in Faerie is still different. Sometimes days here are mere hours in the human world.”

      “Sometimes doesn’t make me super confident, Tien,” I say, feeling my queenly air coming back. I was good at it before, almost too good. I’m glad I’ve still got it.

      “We can use the river if we have to, but I bought you more than seven hours.”

      “Does it include the word, sometimes?” I hitch an eyebrow.

      “I left a note,” he says and suddenly Tien, the very Captain Tien Firetail won’t meet my eyes.

      “A note?”

      “A-a message,” he stammers. “On your…” He forms a small square with his hands.

      “Sorry, I was never great at charades.” As far as I know, anyway. Again, memory loss.

      When he holds his imaginary square to his ear, it clicks. I fold my arms and lift one corner of my mouth. “If you don’t know what a cellphone is called, how did you leave a message for my foster parents on it?”

      “Sterling helped.”

      I shift to throw accusations at my perfect-up-until-this-point boyfriend, but he’s nowhere in sight.

      “You told Lindsey that you were staying at Cassie’s lake house for the weekend.”

      I don’t need to do the mental math on sometimes to realize an entire weekend could equal… a very long time in Faerie. “Was that necessary? You’re just taking me to a meeting, right? Even if it takes over seven hours, if you’re right about Faerie time, you’ll still have me back in a few human hours. Did you need to buy me an entire weekend?”

      AKA: He’s not telling me everything.

      “For the love of Vejo, you’re not my prisoner, Aria,” Tien says. 

      “Vejo?” I snort. “Who’s Vejo?”

      Tien lifts his chin and pinches the bridge of his nose. 

      I smile. He’s annoyed. It’s so easy to tease him. “Is it like a god or something? Is that like your swear?” I shouldn’t laugh, but I laugh. “For the love of Vejo, Aria.” I lower my voice to mimic his.

      He waves a hand and moves to walk away, but I reach for his arm, stopping him.

      “Sorry, that was rude.” Nice, Aria. Something else is going on, but he won’t bring me in the loop if I can’t take this at least somewhat seriously.

      He glances at my hand, still gripping his arm. I remove it.

      “Just remember, you came of your own accord.”

      Those words do me in, and my happy mood deflates.

      “I know,” I say, remembering my promise after screwing up the last time I was here. I turn away from him. I can’t meet his eyes. The guilt seems to sap the very energy from my legs, so I grip the rail and lean on it for support as my vision blurs. It was my fault. People died because I let enemies into the Raven Palace. That was my fault. 

      And it was my fault the kind, sweet maid, Maeve—who knew I wasn’t Queen Carys but liked me anyway and thought I could make a difference—was killed right in front of me.

      “Aria?” Tien’s tone has changed. It sounds airy and far away. Even though it’s unexpected, I still can’t bring myself to look at him as a chill runs down my spine. “I think we should talk about—”

      He stops so I open my mouth to ask him what he was about to say. But warm arms wrap themselves awkwardly around me, hooking underneath my elbows to grip the rail. A smile splits across my face.

      Sterling.

      “So, you’ve been teaching your brother how to use my phone, huh?” I say without turning.

      The intake of breath followed by silence is reward enough. It’s rare when I render my perfect boyfriend speechless for doing something not-perfect. I twist around to see the guilt. He releases me and steps back, then drops his eyes.

      “Look, I uh…”

      I wave a hand. “It’s fine.” A sigh escapes. I glance at Tien, whose expression has darkened. “It sounds like I needed the alibi, just in case.”

      Sterling moves to my side to lean his back against the rail next to me. From the corner of my eye, I see Tien walk away. It’s probably to give us some space.

      “Oh! The game!” I say, clasping my hands together and leaning on one leg. “Will Coach be mad if you don’t make it back?” I’m about to mention that he didn’t need to come to Faerie with me this time—Tien says it’s just some boring meeting—but I’m glad he did. Even if it means he misses a football game.

      Sterling shakes his head, and a flash of confusion pinches the skin between his eyebrows. “It’s a bye week. No game.”

      “Well, that’s convenient.”

      “Except I was going to take you out for a meal and a movie,” he says, dropping his tone and reaching out to take my hand in his. He seems disappointed. “But when Faerie calls, we come running.”

      I frown. “Aww… you were going to take me on a date?”

      His eyes lift to mine. The strange green glints in the sunlight. “I was. But this gives me a chance to see Zebsar.”

      A twinge of jealousy stabs my core.

      “You don’t mind, do you?” he asks. “I won’t be allowed at this royal whatever, anyway.” He waves a hand and rolls his eyes. My world is rubbing off on him. It makes me smile. “I’d like to get some riding time in and check in on Canyon.”

      “Right. Make sure he isn’t feeding the cabbyll-ushteys cream, right?” I tilt my head and smile smugly.

      His eyes widen with pleasure. “You remember!”

      I nod.

      “So, you don’t mind if I run off while you play queen?”

      I do mind. But I don’t want him to feel guilty. “Just promise I can ride Madseok before I have to go home?”

      His smile reaches his eyes. In his mind, he’s already riding the waves on the back of his water horse. “I promise.”
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      The palace is more beautiful than I remember. It’s open and light and full of something. The only way I can think to describe it is if this something is as abundant and free as air. And Faerie and the Raven Palace have the cleanest fresh air I’ve ever breathed.

      Is it magic? Maybe?

      I was too terrified the first time I was in Faerie to notice this something and didn’t feel the absence of it when I went home, probably because I was still racked with guilt. But there’s a difference.

      I reach a hand out and press my palm against the nearest wall. The feeling is stronger and it furthers my hypothesis because I know the magic of spring fae built the Raven Palace. I’m not 100 percent certain, but it could be literal magic bleeding from the walls and hovering in the surrounding air. It’s amazing!

      “Aria?” Tien steals me from my thoughts several paces ahead. He stands in a patch of sunlight streaming in from the tall windows of the corridor, making his face appear almost golden. “Please, if you wish to dawdle around the palace, could you do it after the summit?”

      The word sends a shiver down my spine. Summit. The last time I prepped for a summit, the Raven Court was attacked. And it was all my fault.

      I nod stiffly, but I can’t let him see my unease.

      “Oh for the love of Vejo, I think I know my way to the queen’s room,” I quip and then walk in my triumph, passing Tien without a backward glance. Aria: one, Tien: zero. 

      But it’s a total fail because I don’t actually know where I’m going. Queen Carys has two bedrooms. One which she preferred when she became queen, and one she spent her childhood in as the crown princess. The former was gold and pearl and very modern. It was decorated for a queen, but it was also destroyed in the attack. I prefer her old rooms. It’s cozier and, well… more me, if I’m being honest. But if the gold and pearl rooms have been fixed and cleaned, for appearance’s sake it might make more sense to return to them. 

      So much for my win. 

      I turn back to him. “I don’t know which one I’m supposed to go to. Did they replace the window?” I point upward but can’t finish the sentence. It was my fault the queen’s bedroom was torn apart.

      “It has, but the spring fae await the queen’s decision for furniture and decoration. They are not sure if the queen wants her bedroom looking the way it did when…”

      Yes, the attack. My fault. I close my eyes tightly and press my lips together. Will everything in the Raven Palace remind me of my horrible, horrible mistake?

      “For now, you’ll be staying in Queen Carys’ old suite.”

      I can’t help the small smile that emerges, so I keep my lips pressed together when I open my eyes. Maybe the queen—aka me—will take her time choosing new furniture for the queen’s bedroom. Not that I’ll be here long, but at least I’m staying in the room I prefer. 

      I let out the air I was holding. It comes out like a sigh. “Okay.”

      Tien marches forward, then holds out a hand and tilts his head forward to gesture that we keep walking.

      “Seriously,” I say, lifting one corner of my mouth and pinching my eyebrows together. “I can find my way. You don’t need to babysit me.”

      “Actually, there’s something we should talk about,” he says, glancing at me. Then he turns forward and walks with his hands behind his back. His pace slows.

      “Okay, what’s up?”

      I can’t read his expression when he looks at me again. Is it worry that furrows his brows?

      My pulse quickens. “Is it about the summit?” I’ve never met the Winter Queen, but it was her cronies—the ones I gave free rein to in the palace—that let the fae in who attacked us. My nightmares have given me plenty of ideas of what she might be like. I swallow hard. “What do I need to know? Will it be dangerous?”

      Once upon a time, I had severe neraidaphobia: fear of faeries. I think it was a protection, but it went away after I first came to Faerie. Maybe it would be best if I always had a small dose of fear while in this realm. But it’s easy to forget about the grass beard man who tried to eat a piece of my arm while surrounded by the safe walls of the Raven Palace.

      Tien halts and holds a hand out, stopping me. 

      I press a fist against my chest to calm my clamoring heart. 

      “Aria, I promise to keep you safe,” he says with an intensity that raises goosebumps on my arms. “We are taking the utmost precautions, and I’ll be right by your side the entire time.”

      I rub a hand over my arm to rid the bumps. “I thought General Luto was supposed to be at my side during these things. Has he recovered?”

      “Yes, General Luto has recovered.” His smile is meant to ease my worry, but I can see the thinly veiled panic in the green of his eyes. “He will be at your other side.”

      We walk the rest of the way to my—to the queen’s—room in silence, but I can feel the anxiety roiling in waves off Tien with every step. A few times, I feel his eyes on me. His mouth falls open as if he wants to say something, but when I turn to him, bracing myself for whatever danger he wants to warn me about, he again faces forward with his classic stoic expression.

      When we arrive at Queen Carys’ old bedroom, I open the door but don’t walk inside.

      “There’s something else,” I say, turning to him. The panic still lies just under the surface. I can see it. “What aren’t you telling me?” If I’m being marched into a lion’s den, I’d like to know if the lions are hungry. 

      Tien looks away, further proving my point. He’s keeping something from me. Something that terrifies even him. 

      “Tien,” I say, reaching out to place a hand on his arm. His eyes drop to my hand. “What is it? You’re scaring me.”

      When his eyes lift to mine again, his expression softens. “Aria, you have nothing to fear.” He looks up at my hairline then meets my gaze again, but only briefly before looking away.

      “Then What’s. Wrong?” I emphasize the words, tilting my head downward. My eyes lift to force him to look at me.

      He smiles. It’s small, but it’s so full of joy it nearly knocks me off my feet. I drop my hand from his arm and fold my arms. He straightens, but settles in the door frame. “Aria, I think we should talk about that—”

      “I have drawn a bath, Your Majesty,” an unfamiliar female voice interrupts from the room behind.

      I turn, but have to look down to see a small girl. She’s clearly a full-grown woman and not a child, but she’s very small. If she stands on her tiptoes, she might reach my waist. There is a puckered scar running from her hairline down to her jaw that pulls at her mouth, keeping it in a permanent half-smile. I try not to stare. “Thank you, I’ll be just a second.”

      But when I turn back to Tien, he’s staring at her with confused recognition. “What’s your name? Have you been at the palace long?”

      I turn back to the girl, who adjusts her skirts and won’t look up. “My name is Hillbap and no, I have not been at the palace long.”

      “Where did you serve before the Raven Court?”

      “I-I was in a p-praefectus house in Autumn,” she says.

      “What happened to Riull?” I ask, absently. I don’t really care where the brownie is. She yanked my hair too hard and is another one of those reminders of everything that was my fault because she replaced my maid Maeve. But I can tell that the personal questions are making her uncomfortable.

      The fae looks up at me. Other than being so short, she looks very human. Only the bleached blonde white of her hair and her pointed ears are evidence of her otherness. I wonder what she is. “Riull was temporary. She is not suited to be a queen’s maid.”

      I agree with her but don’t comment as I turn back to Tien. It looks like he’s working hard to remember how he knows this fae. Whatever he wanted to talk to me about has been shoved aside for the moment.

      “Do you know her?” I whisper.

      His eyes flit back to mine, but he frowns.

      “What is it you wanted to say?” I prompt.

      He shakes his head. “We’ll talk later. Have a servant fetch me when you’re ready, and I’ll escort you down.”

      I’m about to protest and mention that I can find my way, but whatever has Tien, Captain Tien Firetail, out of sorts makes me nervous too. “Okay.”

      Tien looks behind me at the fae one last time before shaking his head and turning to walk back down the hall.

      Although the fae—Hillap? I can’t remember her name, and I’m too embarrassed to ask—has to use a stool to work on my damp hair after it’s been scrubbed, it’s clear that she’s a better fit for the job than Riull. For that I’m grateful, but it doesn’t make me miss Maeve any less.

      Maeve was very alien-looking with her aspen bark-like skin and her green hair, but I’ll never forget the kindness in her pale eyes and how she was the only person outside of Sterling and Tien who I could be myself around. And it’s not just because she figured out I wasn’t Carys. She liked me for me. She believed in me. She thought I could change the world.

      And I got her killed.

      I close my eyes against the memory of her scream as the sword impaled her.

      “Did I pull too hard?” The maid—is her name Hilltop?—yanks me from my thoughts.

      “It’s not that,” I say, but wince and keep my eyes closed. “You’re doing just fine.”

      She doesn’t respond, but her movements are slower and gentler after that.

      I force myself to open my eyes and relax. I focus on the furnishings of this round room and let the memories flood. The reverse platform in the center is where I sat with the queen’s brothers and sisters, talking for hours as they thought their long-lost sister had finally returned. The warm glow of sunlight coming in from the window illuminates the plush bed beneath it. That bed was my only comfort after everything happened the last time I was here. The portrait of Queen Carys on the opposite wall shook me the first time I saw it. It could be a picture of me if I had more confidence and knew who I was before the car accident and before Lindsey and Blake took me into their home.

      When the fae finishes with my hair, she helps me into a gown of soft crimson embroidered with swirling gold patterns. It covers my shoulders almost fully and flows down into a scoop neckline. The bodice is a relaxed fit which helps me feel at ease, but it doesn’t look sloppy or baggy. The dress is narrow, but the hidden elastic accentuates my waist and breaks up the dress. 

      It’s simple, but the gold leaf stitching at the neckline, waist, and hem makes it look elegant and regal. Fit for a queen.

      “Shall I fetch the captain?” the maid asks, her voice soft and her eyes turned down. Hillbop? Is that her name? Fae names are so strange. 

      I nod and she’s gone.

      I step in front of the mirror over the vanity and reach up to feel the plaited crown the small fae created with my hair. It’s so similar to the way Maeve arranged it for the revel that hot tears burn the corners of my eyes at the memory. At the time I didn’t know what a revel was, but she sat patiently with me and told me how to act and what to expect.

      This fae, whatever-her-name-is, was so quick to leave. She’s not at all like Maeve.

      Good riddance. Getting close to Maeve only made it that much more painful when I lost her.

      I lift my head and wipe the tears from my eyes and then glance above my reflection in the mirror at the portrait of Queen Carys. Her easy smile and air of confidence mock me.

      I look back at my reflection and can see the stark differences between us. Luckily, no one else sees it, which means I can pretend to be the queen I’m not as penance for all the wrong I’ve done.

      I might be back in Faerie and glad for it, but I need to just do as Tien asks: pretend to be his precious Queen Carys and then go home before I can hurt anyone else.
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      My breath catches when the doors open. I don’t know if it’s from the intimidating power I feel from all the court royalty in one room, or the fact that the room is so large it has not only a balcony that wraps around it but also floor to ceiling bookshelves on three of the four walls. 

      Red-cushioned chairs and couches are scattered throughout the massive room with dark-wood tables large and small mixed in between. At the far end, a rounded window that rises at least two stories lets in the late-afternoon sunlight, spilling onto the slate tiles and the ornately patterned blue and purple rug in the center.

      I feel like if I squint my eyes, I might see Belle sitting curled up in a chair with a book, or the Beast walking down the staircase from the balcony with a scowl on his face.

      It almost makes me less envious of Sterling out riding his cabbyll-ushtey. 

      Almost.

      But the better-than-Belle’s-library is forgotten when all occupants in the room stand from their plush seats. All eyes turn toward me. The seats are arranged in an oval. Three seats at the far end—nearest the window—are empty. 

      I keep my head high even as my hands quake. I walk toward the seat at the head of the room. In my peripheral, I see two glass vases on square tables behind the three chairs, each filled to bursting with the beautiful red-orange roses I fell in love with the first time I was in Faerie. Forever bloom roses. The special, magical roses grow in the courtyard and do as their name says. They are always in full bloom. When I turn to sit, I notice identical vases are spread throughout the room. It gives me a sense of calm to see them. I make a mental note to spend some time in the courtyard before I have to go home.

      I realize I haven’t seen my raven since arriving either. Maybe she’ll find me there.

      As promised, Tien takes the seat to my left, and General Luto, who escorted me along with Tien, sits on my right.

      Our conversation before the doors opened rises to the forefront of my thoughts. Tien informed me he told the general who I really am after I left Faerie. It surprised and terrified me that the general of the Raven Court knows I’m not actually Queen Carys, but as General Luto coached me for this meeting, he commented how smart it was on Tien’s part to have me imitate the queen to buy time while they waited and searched for the real queen. 

      I’m pretty sure Tien omitted the fact that he kidnapped me. 

      I could see the general wasn’t keen on having me here, but agreed it was important for the face of the queen to be at this summit. It’s still the best plan for now.

      “It seems some of the courts have already decided who is at fault here,” the general says to me. His back is still turned to the rest of the room. “You won’t have to say much. Just let this play out.”

      I nod and gesture for everyone to sit.

      Everyone does except for the fae queen who stands behind the chairs. I know who she is without an introduction. Her pale blue hair hangs like icicles around her green-colored face. She wears a black, metal-looking crown atop her head. With arms folded and what feels like a literal icy draft to match the glare directed at me, I know she’s Queen Silver.

      The Winter Queen.

      “What’s she doing here?” a wisened old man asks, gesturing at the Winter Queen. He looks out of place among the youthful-looking fae with his wrinkles and graying hair. “I thought this meeting was to decide what we should do with the Winter Court for attacking the Raven Palace?”

      A murmur rushes through the group.

      “This meeting is to create solutions, not throw accusations, King Carpus,” a booming, jovial voice says. 

      I turn and recognize King Aeden, the Summer Court King, with his sunny yellow hair and brilliant smile. As a wielder of light, he’s able to use it to his advantage, making him look more youthful and trustworthy with his light-magic tricks.

      “Perhaps you misunderstood,” King Aeden continues. “Besides, clearly Queen Silver isn’t in the wrong. She would never order an attack on the High Court.”

      “Of course,” the ice queen says from her corner in an overly sweet voice that exudes fake innocence. She doesn’t move from her position but smiles at the group and lifts her hands.

      I have to blink, but I swear the shadows move around her face to make her features appear softer. It’s a different sort of magic than King Aeden, but it creates a similar effect. Interesting. It must have taken a lot of practice to nail that down. I imagine doing the same thing, rearranging the shadows around my face until I go cross-eyed. Focus, Aria.

      “I regret it was three of my own who carried out the attack on the Raven Palace, but I assure you, Queen Carys,” Queen Silver directs a look at me that feels more like an accusation than apology, “I didn’t order it. They did it of their own volition.”

      “Of course,” I say. “I don’t blame you.” But my voice is so small I doubt anyone hears it.

      King Carpus says something I don’t catch, and the room erupts. I turn to the general to find out what happened, but he just smiles at me.

      “Be patient. They’ll calm down,” General Luto says. He doesn’t seem worried. I don’t know if he truly isn’t concerned about an outright war starting right here in this very room, of if he’s just trying to keep me from panicking.

      In the few minutes I’ve had with the general, here and in the hallway, I want to trust him. I don’t know what it is about having fae know who I am that makes me want to trust them so much, but that knowledge could be very dangerous. I need to remember that. Maeve was never a danger to me, but I don’t know the general well. Still, it was dangerous for Maeve in the end. I want to ask him more questions, but I bite the inside of my cheek instead.

      Just do what I’m asked and then go home, I chide myself. I can’t get in too deep or become too attached. It could be too dangerous for him or me if I ask too many questions. Because if the wrong fae finds out…

      I feel Tien’s hand on my arm as he leans into me.

      “King Carpus is harmless,” he whispers. I think Tien senses my discomfort but misunderstands why I’m uneasy.

      “It’s natural for the Autumn king to want to destroy the fragile peace between the courts,” General Luto adds. “But it’s just his nature.”

      I’m confused at first as the room argues, but the general’s emphasis on the word nature sparks the reminder of what I know about the different fae and their magic. The autumn fae can decay or destroy. I knew it was literal. An autumn fae can literally decay or destroy something, but I guess it’s figurative too if the Autumn king wants the peace between the courts destroyed.

      It’s a terrifying thought, and I wonder if it’s also true of the other courts. That their literal magic is also indicative of their natures. 

      Glancing at King Aeden, the sunshine king with a beautiful face that seems to light up the room, I know the Summer Court’s element is fire. They also draw on the sun and use and manipulate light. I’ve been to the Summer Court. They have fireworks on their gates and the towers glisten and glimmer as if they’re covered in glitter or twinkle lights. It’s dazzling. I’ve always associated light with happiness and joy, so is that also part of their nature? Do they imbue everything with happiness and joy? And if so, is it something they seek for others?

      Light can also deceive though. I know summer fae use light to glamour themselves, to disguise themselves to look more beautiful. I imagine they use that light to make themselves appear more innocent and benevolent too. That sort of power also seems very dangerous.

      My thoughts turn to the Winter Queen and her court. I’ve never visited the Winter Court, but I’ve been told they’re the opposite of Summer. I don’t know their element, but I know they are tied to the moon and the darkness. They’re also expert at glamours because they have power over darkness and shadows. Smoke and mirrors.

      I don’t have to wonder if the winter fae’s nature matches their magic. It was the winter fae who deceived and then attacked the Raven Palace.

      Ticking off in my mind what I know of the fae was meant to ease my anxiety and churning thoughts, but it’s done the opposite. I touch the thin golden bracelet at my wrist to ground myself, but the cool metal is a stark reminder of the beautiful vine bracelets I used to wear. The ones Maeve made for me. They were beautiful. She was a spring fae and also made the vine that I escaped the queen’s room with… twice.

      I blink to rid the forming tears and push away the swirling darkness that seems to envelop me. Then I force myself to sink back into my distraction because the spring fae are good. The spring fae create. They make things grow. They are the architects. The spring fae are the direct opposite of the destroying autumn fae. 

      But I remember Tien explaining at the revel that the autumn fae are more powerful than the spring fae and can decay or destroy at a greater rate and magnitude than the spring fae can build. It’s easier to destroy than to build.

      It explains King Carpus’ withered look. As the king of decay, maybe he can’t control it.

      “The culprits were punished,” Queen Silver says coolly, snapping my thoughts back to the moment. She steps forward and rests both hands on the empty chair in front of her, but I think it’s her words, not her action, that quiets the room. “Their magic should not have been taken.” She slides a glance at me, her eyes narrowing like she sees something on my face she doesn’t like. “But they were punished.”

      I shake off her stare and glance at the general’s teal-colored hair at my right. I wonder what his thoughts are on stripping magic from the full fae. The star fae, or half human, half fae of the Raven Court, are not like the others. They aren’t able to use the elements or celestial bodies to fuel some mystical power to the same extent. Their human blood makes their magic weaker, if it exists at all. But they have the power—given to them by some long-dead king—to strip away the magic of a full fae. This stripping of magic was supposed to be a way to defend themselves from another slaughter at the hands of their full fae cousins, but I know it’s killing Faerie. I’ve seen it. 

      The color gray fills my thoughts as I remember the dying forest I saw on my way to the Summer Court. The trees were bone-white. The ground was concrete-gray, and I could not see a single patch of green or anything living anywhere.

      Does General Luto know Faerie is dying because the star fae are so quick to take away the full fae’s magic? 

      I know Tien’s thoughts since he was basically in charge at the trial for the three who orchestrated the attack on the palace; I was just the face of authority. But the general was injured. Did he approve or disapprove of their punishments?

      I close my eyes, remembering the moment Tien stripped the three of their magic. Everyone in the room thought I was the one to take it away, but since I’m not actually Carys, I’m not actually a star fae with the power to do it. Tien did it. And it was horrifying. Particularly vivid was the memory of the moment the magic seeped from that red-eyed girl, Glace. As we stared each other down, I got caught up in the moment, and it almost felt like I was the one taking away her magic. It was thrilling and addicting. And I hate the fact that a part of me liked it.

      The memory makes me sick.

      I can’t think that way. I can’t feel that way.

      I cannot allow myself to get all caught up in Faerie again.

      Just do what I’m asked and then go home.

      “I think we can all agree that Queen Silver had no part in what happened,” a queen with a crown of daisies and berry-red hair says. Her voice is so airy, she almost sounds ditzy. “But how can we ensure it won’t happen again?” She doesn’t look at the winter queen, but the rest of the royalty turn to her.

      When she doesn’t answer, they glance around at each other.

      “Queen Carys,” King Aeden says, his voice is thick as honey. “When you visited my court recently, you expressed your wish to correct a wrong.”

      I keep my spine straight as the weight of their gazes fall on me.

      “You wished to stop the injustices that some star fae have inflicted on the full fae.” The inhumanly beautiful king waves a hand at his peers and keeps his eyes away from the three of us. The three star fae in the room. Well, as far as he knows.

      A murmur makes its way through the group.

      “Is, is this true?” asks a fae with long golden hair sitting next to King Aeden. I rack my brain for her name. During my first trip to Faerie, Tien and Sterling drilled the names of the court royalty into my brain. She’s Queen Calla, King Aeden’s mate or wife, or whatever they’re called. She rests a hand on the king’s arm and rises with her other hand pressed against her breast. “Y-you wish to change things?”

      I remember that visit well. It was after saving a captured mermaid who had been taken and enslaved by some star fae residing in the Summer Court capital, Isi Aura. I was so high on that success, on making a difference in a fae’s life, I felt like I could do anything. I wanted to do more. That day, I foolishly thought that if we got the courts together for a meeting or summit or whatever and included the prominent star fae from each court, we could protect the full fae from being enslaved and having their magic stripped. Of course, that backfired when some full fae took advantage of my inexperience and became the Trojan horses who nearly destroyed the Raven Court from the inside out. I vowed not to meddle since then, but I still feel the urge and want to make a change.

      It was wrong of the full fae to massacre the star fae thousands of years ago. Perhaps it was right for them to have a protection for themselves, but I don’t enjoy being a queen—or even a pretend queen—to a race who entrap and enslave and punish so harshly.

      “I do,” I say with conviction because this isn’t something I’m pretending. Maeve thought I could change Faerie for the better. And even after everything that has happened, I still want to. Even after my promise to Tien… I still want to. “The things that are happening in Faerie aren’t right. I am determined to see a change.”

      Queen Silver narrows her eyes.

      Tien clears his throat.

      But it’s the general who speaks, “And what do you propose we do, my queen?” he challenges. He told me to let this play out, and here I am pretending I’m actually the queen and have a say in what happens in Faerie.

      And he can’t say anything or else risk exposing the farce.

      Whoops.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      So much for doing what I’m told.

      The crown was at risk before I ever set foot in Faerie. It was at risk the moment the queen went missing. Someone in this very room could easily take the crown if the courts find out I’m just some teenage human girl who happens to look like the fae queen. But it’s moments like this when I wonder if I really am the lost queen.

      “Perhaps she should send a proclamation to the praefectus in each of the courts,” says the airy-voiced queen with the flower crown.

      “And what will that do, Queen Mia?” the withered Autumn King asks.

      “Well, if they know the high queen disapproves—”

      “That’s not enough to make an actual change,” I interrupt and nearly clamp a hand over my mouth for talking out of turn. Even though I’m technically the highest-ranking person in this room, I’m digging myself into a deeper hole with the two who know I’m a fake.

      I feel the disapproval and rage roiling from both Tien and the general. I know I’ll get an earful after this is over, but I force myself to ignore it. It’s too late now. I’ll deal with the aftermath later.

      “What do you propose, my queen?” King Aeden asks.

      I feel heat rush to my cheeks as the entire room turns their attention to me. Think quickly, Aria! What do I propose? Ugh! Why do I keep sticking my foot in my mouth?

      “The High Queen should visit each of the courts and oversee the changes herself,” says the queen with the coral-shaped crown and pinched face that almost looks like a fish. Her voice is low and raspy, as if she’s in desperate need of a glass of water.

      She must be the queen of the Underwater Court.

      “And what will that accomplish, Morvenna?” King Carpus asks. A better question would be to ask how I could manage a visit to the Underwater Court since I can’t breathe underwater, but I don’t voice it.

      Queen Morvenna’s eyes flit to mine. They’re so penetrating and large, at least twice as large as a human’s. I have to look away.

      Looking at the Winter Queen isn’t much better. Her expression looks like I’ve offended her somehow.

      I look back at the unsettling face of the fish queen.

      “She should be an example to her people,” Queen Morvenna says. “She should instill in them that the full fae are not to be captured in fishing nets and carted away as slaves.”

      I know she’s speaking generally, but her example pierces my core with the vivid memory of the mermaid I saved. While out riding cabbyll-ushteys with Sterling, we stumbled upon a group of mer who lamented they’d lost one of their own to some star fae’s nets. I felt like I had to do something, that I should do some good while pretending to be Queen Carys, so I rushed to the Summer Court against Tien’s wishes. I wonder if the queen of the Underwater Court knows what I did? It was one of my proudest moments in Faerie.

      I can only imagine how I’d feel if I had the opportunity and power to save hundreds more like her. A swelling warmth burrows itself in my chest.

      “Yes, the star fae—my people—need to be taught that enslaving and stripping the magic of the full fae isn’t right. A proclamation just won’t work.” I turn to the general, who wears an expression I’d expect from Tien. Disapproval. 

      My stomach sinks. What have I done?

      I turn the other way to see the confirmation of my assumptions on Tien’s face mixed with something else. I almost expected pure fury from him since I’m going off the rails again and not doing as I’m told, but maybe he agrees with me?

      “It’s settled then.” King Aeden claps his hands and stands to adjourn the meeting. “Queen Carys will go on a tour to teach her people. Let us hope it is enough.”

      More of the royalty also stand.

      “And if it doesn’t work?” the ever-negative King Carpus asks, also on his feet.

      “Well, it’s a good first step.” King Aeden offers an arm for his mate. “Please inform us of your tour schedule, Queen Carys. Queen Calla and I will be your hosts when you visit Summer.”

      “Thank you, King Aeden,” I say. It seems like I needed Cassie’s lake house excuse after all.

      Following the Summer King’s example, Queen Mia of Spring, and even King Carpus, mutter something about also hosting when I visit their courts. Queen Silver remains silent, and shoots me another daggered glare before exiting the room.

      I remain in my seat as the royals leave, not daring to look at either the general or Tien. When the two of them stand and begin talking behind me, I escape and walk out the door. I need to find somewhere to hide while I figure how I plan to convince them I’m doing this.

      Because I’m doing this.

      Finding Madseok and disappearing for a few hours sounds like a good plan. Maybe I can even find Sterling and ask his opinion and advice.

      “Queen Carys.”

      My heart leaps into my throat as Queen Silver steps out of the darkness in the hallway. The shadows dance away to reveal more of her greenish face when I turn to her. I press a palm against my chest to calm my racing heart.

      “Queen Silver,” I squeak out in greeting. She’s even more terrifying up close.

      “Did you think you could just come in here and play queen, and I wouldn’t bat an eye?”

      I feel an icy wave as the blood drains from my face. Does she know? I grip a handful of fabric at the side of my dress with my free hand.

      “It’s a foolish move to be so out in the open. And calling all the court royalty to your side?” Her smile is bitter. “Was it to have witnesses in case I came to collect? What do you think happens to little queens who don’t hold up their end of a bargain?” She leans close until her cool breath frosts my cheeks.

      With her pale green skin, I wonder if she has spent much time in the human world, and if so, could she have been the inspiration for a certain villain in a certain Oz movie?

      “Bargain?” I swallow hard and resist the urge to step back. Instead, I drop my hand and lift my head higher. I have no clue what she’s talking about. Queen Silver towers over me, but I can’t allow myself to cower under her stare. I can’t let her think I’m not the queen.

      She lifts a green hand up to her chin, regarding me with her head tilted.

      Oh no. She knows. I can see it.

      “You are not Queen Carys,” the Winter Queen practically sings. She doesn’t seem surprised, either. More… amused. Then she laughs.

      My pounding heart creates a racket behind my ribcage. How does she know? Can she tell just by looking at me? What did I do wrong?

      I open my mouth to speak.

      What will she do?

      But nothing comes out.

      Her face falls serious again as she studies me, narrowing her eyes as if searching for something. I force myself to remain still and stand tall, staring right back.

      “Interesting…” she says, relaxing as if she’s decided something. “Well, little princess, if you see Carys, tell her I’m looking for her.”

      “D-did you take her?”

      The queen smiles again. “Don’t pin me as the villain. We had a bargain. She agreed to it, but then she went against it and escaped.”

      I step back. I have to tell someone! I know where the missing queen has been. I have to tell General Luto and Tien, I have to—

      Queen Silver snaps a hand to grip my shoulder. Her sharp fingernails bite through the fabric and into my skin. I try not to wince. 

      “I could take you right now in her place,” she hisses. “But the bargain was with Carys, and I’d prefer to take her over you.” She loosens her grip. “Especially since…” She waves her free hand at me. She doesn’t complete her thought, but I know what she means. She’d rather have the high queen in her dungeon than some human girl with no actual power. “So, before you run off to tell your little starlings where the queen has been, you need to understand that I will take you instead if they come after me.” She releases me. 

      I step back and rub my shoulder.

      “Understood?”

      I nod.

      A wicked smile splits across her face. “I look forward to seeing you in the Winter Court when you come for your little tour. Although, star fae don’t tend to stay long in my court. Unless forced.”

      My voice catches in my throat so all I can do is nod again as her heels clack down the hallway. I wait until she’s gone before running the other way and out of the palace to head for the stables.
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        * * *

      

      Neither Madseok nor Sterling are in the stables, but my raven perches on a low branch when I exit. I know it’s her by her red-tipped wings.

      “I’m glad you followed me again,” I say, approaching her tree.

      She tilts her head downward with one black eye pointed at me, as if to see me better. 

      “At least Tien didn’t kidnap me this time, but you weren’t around when he asked me to come, so I didn’t know if you’d know.”

      Kraa! is her response.

      I turn to lean my back against the trunk of her tree with my arms folded. “It makes me feel better, knowing you’re here, but I wish I could actually talk to you.” 

      My raven has followed me around for literally as long as I can remember, she’s my longest friend. She first showed up before Lindsey and Blake, my foster parents, took me in. The last time I was in Faerie, I learned that she’s not actually a regular bird, but a type of fae called a morrigu, a raven shifter. I’ve been told she’s likely from the Autumn Court. I suspect she’s been following me around because I look like Queen Carys, but who knows?

      It’s a mystery that she hasn’t shifted into a more human-like form so I can have an actual conversation with her and find out why she really follows me, but I don’t feel like she’s spying or that her intentions are bad. I’ve always felt that she’s looking out for me.

      “The craziest thing just happened, and I don’t know what to do,” I say. “I can’t even tell anyone because the Winter Queen,” I whisper, “told me if I said anything, she’d haul me to her court in the queen’s place.”

      I glance up at the bird. With one wing lifted, she preens her feathers. I’m boring her. Or maybe she doesn’t even understand me while in her raven form. Still, I look around to make sure I’m not being overheard before I whisper, “She’s had the High Queen this entire time.”

      The raven’s head snaps up. Maybe she understands.

      “Well, not anymore,” I continue. “Queen Carys escaped—”

      Kraa!

      “She was there because of some bargain or something. Anyway, the Winter Queen is looking for her, but she said if I told anyone, she’d take me in her place.”

      Kraa! Kraa!

      I grimace and hold a hand to my throat. “Scary, I know.”

      Kraa! Kraa!

      “I know you won’t, but don’t tell anyone I told you.”

      The rapid rustling of the branches and fluttering of wings draws my attention to her, so I push off from the tree to twist around and look up. Right then, she takes to the air and flies away. 

      That seems coincidental. I hope I’m right about her intentions. I hope she’s not flying off to tell her master, or whatever, of the juice I just spilled. In Sleeping Beauty, Maleficent had a raven she used as a spy. I hold a hand to my throat again. Maleficent was a fae and had a green face too. Just like the Winter Queen. 

      I wonder… I shake my head. No. There’s no way.

      I force myself to forget anything that suggests my raven would betray me. Maybe her intelligence in her bird-form is similar to that of a bird and she has no idea what I just said. I move from the trees until my feet find their way to The Sea of Neptulus.

      The air feels warmer than I remember, and I wonder if Faerie experiences different seasons after all. Maybe the Spring Court—where West Raven is located—is sometimes warm like the human world in summer or covered in snow like winter. I’d always assumed the Spring Court would always feel cool, like spring. But maybe I’m mistaken. It’s not hot like the Summer Court, just warmer.

      I ditched my shoes after leaving the palace, so my toes dig into the cool sand as I make my way toward the shore of the sea.

      It feels good to be back. I can’t deny that. Even if being back also includes tense meetings with royals and threats from icy royals.

      Sterling is probably out with Madseok on the waves, but I don’t see them at first, so I dig my toes deeper in the wet sand and let the lapping waves bury my feet as I lift my face to the breeze with my back to the lowering sun. With the darkness of sunset coming, the water and the sky are the same cobalt blue. It’s calm and serene and beautiful and keeps away the disappointment of not seeing my boyfriend or my horse—well, the queen’s horse—at bay.

      But then I spot a small fuzzy dot near the horizon.

      Within only a few minutes, the dot grows larger and larger until I can see man and horse haloed by mist and sea spray as they gallop across the near-smooth glass of the water. Sterling’s face is bright with the golden sunlight warming his features. I’m envious that he went for a ride while I was stuck in a stuffy library, but I’m happy to see them both. When they reach the shore, Sterling dismounts and pulls me into a sodden hug.

      I squeal. “You’re ruining this perfectly good dress!”

      He pushes his nose into my collar and rubs his drenched hair along my shoulder, soaking me even more.

      My protest comes out more of a laugh. 

      “Since when do you care about ruining fine dresses?” he asks, shaking his head violently like a dog flicking the water from his fur all over my face. I hold two hands up as if it might block some of it, but it’s no use. 

      “Too late now, I guess,” I say and laugh again, wiping my eyes.

      It doesn’t help.

      Something round and wet pushes against my back. I turn to see Madseok—flat teeth and land-horse snout—with his nose between my shoulder blades. In another time, it might frighten me to have the mouth of a carnivorous water horse so close to my flesh, but this cabbyll-ushtey and I have a connection. At least that’s what I like to tell myself. That Madseok likes Aria, the human, and he isn’t mistaking me for his owner, Queen Carys. 

      I rub the space between his eyes until they close, and he nuzzles harder into my hand.

      “I’ve missed you too,” I whisper.

      “Are you finished? Is the meeting over?” Sterling asks without looking at me and rubs a hand along Madseok’s back.

      “Yeah,” I say, but don’t offer more. Instead, I continue rubbing Madseok’s nose. “Why are you not out with Zebsar?”

      While Madseok is the queen’s stallion, Zebsar is Sterling’s. He told me once they came from the same mare, so they’re like brothers. They ride so well together, knowing they’re brothers makes sense.

      “Madseok hadn’t been out for a ride as recently,” Sterling explains. “If I had known you’d be done so quickly, I would have waited so we could take them both out.”

      I turn back toward the sea, but the tame swells aren’t even tempting. “That’s okay. It doesn’t look super exciting out there, anyway.”

      Sterling shakes his head and smiles and then looks at the ground as he leads Madseok up the beach.

      I fall into step with them.

      “How are you getting along with your new maid?”

      “My maid?” I glance at Sterling with an arched eyebrow. That’s an odd question.

      He lifts his shoulders so I touch his arm to stop him from walking. He pats Madseok’s back, who also stops, but he won’t look at me.

      “Sterling, is there something I should know about my new maid?” I ask. I hadn’t thought about the small girl since I left my rooms before the meeting. Tien seemed to recognize her. “Is she dangerous?”

      “No, I’m sure she’s not a threat. That’s not what I meant,” he assures me. “You were just so close to your last one, and I know how much it affected you when she died.”

      My heart aches for Maeve. I nod but can’t speak.

      Sterling steps closer to me. “And I know what you’ve been doing.”
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      My stomach jumps into my throat. I’m panicked at his accusation, although I don’t know why. “What have I been doing?”

      “In your world. You’ve been pushing people away. Not letting people in.”

      I shift my weight from one foot to the other. I can’t meet his eyes.

      “At first I thought Faerie terrified you so badly you didn’t dare leave the house for anything but school. But when you jumped without question to come back…” Sterling lifts a hand, gesturing at the trees, but he means all of Faerie. He pauses until I look at him. “It seems like…” He stops himself and presses his lips together.

      “It seems like… what?” I fold my hands together in front of me. 

      He blows out a puff of air and shakes his head. “I don’t know. It’s something else.”

      I purse my lips and twist them to the side. Does he know I spend most of my time in my room when he’s not there? That I hardly leave it even to binge shows or watch horror films with Lindsey and Blake anymore?

      Sterling cups both hands around my clasped ones and unravels them to hold my fingers in his. I lift my eyes to him and see the hurt there. Have I been pushing him away too?

      “You can’t live like this,” he whispers, releasing one hand to lift a stray strand of my blonde hair behind my ear. “Tien will never hear it, but I didn’t want you to come back—”

      “But I—”

      The same hand presses a finger against my lips, stopping my words.

      “Faerie is dangerous, and there’s no guarantee you won’t lose someone else you care about.” He drops his hand to take mine again. “But there’s also no guarantee of not losing someone in the human world either. Accidents happen. Humans get sick and hurt, but pushing the people in your life away is no way to live. If you’re forever pushing people away, you’ll only live a half-life.”

      My vision swims, but an angry and frustrated tear escapes and skitters down my cheek. He’s right. I hate that he’s right.

      He captures it with a finger, then tilts his head downward and smiles. “Now, Holly and Cassie aren’t what I’d call genuine friends.” He uses air quotes when he says the words, and I can’t help but laugh at the very human gesture. “So do what you will with them. But you should stop pushing everyone else away.”

      “You think I should tell my new maid my life story?” I shift my weight to lean on one leg and prop a hand on my hip.

      Sterling shakes his head and laughs again. “It’s wise to keep your identity a secret, but you can still make a friend. And it doesn’t have to be your new maid.”

      “I’ll consider it.”

      “I was actually talking about not pushing people away in your world. Your family. But I suppose a better question would be to ask how well the meeting went,” Sterling prods. “Are we going back soon?”

      “I uh…” I don’t know what to say. He’s fishing for information, and I’m not sure if I’m allowed to tell him.

      “That is, if you can tell me.” He tries to pull up the teasing emotions that were so natural when he dismounted from Madseok and soaked me. It doesn’t work. I can hear the hurt behind the words. 

      I reach out and grab his hand before he can walk away. He looks down at me with darkened emerald eyes and a half-smile. I want to tell him. I want to tell him about my plan to visit all the courts and enact some actual change. I think he would be proud. I also want to tell him about Queen Silver and her threats, and even about how Queen Carys somehow escaped and we should probably figure out how to find her. But I’m afraid of what will happen if I do. The consequences of telling him about the meeting are unknown. Telling a raven about Carys was one thing. I’m not entirely sure if I made a huge mistake in telling her, but telling Sterling about Carys could be catastrophic. I need to think things through before I confide in him or anyone. 

      But I understand the hurt. I’m a human in his world, yet I’m the one sitting in important meetings with kings and queens. And I won’t tell him what I know or how it will affect him and his home. I won’t tell him what I know of the true high queen who he possibly still loves. 

      To combat my churning thoughts, I lift on my toes to kiss him, but my lips mash into the side of his face because he turns at the last moment, not expecting what I’m doing. But it does the trick to ease the tension and we both laugh at the awkward almost-kiss.

      “Let’s try that again,” he says, lifting both hands to hold the sides of my face, then leans down.

      Tien clears his throat before our lips touch.

      “Or not,” Sterling mumbles so only I can hear and then drops his hands.
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        * * *

      

      Aria steps away from my brother and the queen’s horse. She then brushes her hands along her skirts. They look muddied and soaked. Was she out riding that damned cabbyll-ushtey again? No, it hasn’t been long since she left the library. There hasn’t been time for riding.

      But by Sterling’s drenched appearance, I can see he was. 

      “I’m taking you back,” I say, keeping my expression flat and my thoughts away from the more logical reason Aria’s skirts might be soiled.

      Catching them in an embrace should not have surprised me, but I’d carefully convinced myself that their relationship was for appearances in the human world only. Especially after—

      “Back to the palace?” she asks.

      “Back home.”

      “But—”

      “You said you had to be back by midnight,” I interrupt. It wasn’t the plan to take her home, it’s not why I sought her out, but I need her out of Faerie for several reasons. “I’m getting you back by midnight.”

      “But what about the tour?” Aria glances at Sterling and then back at me.

      Is it a lover’s glance, or some silent communication? I trust my brother, but sorely hope Aria didn’t come out and tell Sterling everything that went on with the court royalty today. I hope she didn’t announce her plans for the grand tour she’s so proud of. It’ll be more difficult to alter the plans for her little tour if she has my brother whispering encouragement in her ear. She does not know what she’s playing with. 

      “But you said—”

      “Sterling, could you give us a minute?” I ask, closing my eyes and steeling myself to remain patient. “Meet us at the palace? I need to speak with our human Aria alone.” I know she hates it when I use that word and point out what she is, but someone has to remind her she isn’t actually a fae queen. Her mortality is more fragile than even a star fae. 

      Aria’s face pinches with fury when I open my eyes—as expected—but she shows her disapproval by folding her arms and blowing out an exasperated puff of air through her nostrils.

      Sterling’s eyebrows push together in annoyance, but he walks away, leading the cabbyll-ushtey along with him, and leaving us on the sand near the edge of the trees, alone.

      With the sun nearly spent, we’re bathed in shadows, but even in the near-darkness, I can see that the fire hasn’t left Aria’s deep blue eyes even when Sterling is out of sight. I clench my teeth to keep myself from smiling at the absurdity that is Aria Whisk.

      Aria has not spoken of it, and neither have I, but after that day… when we kissed… I thought perhaps…

      I banish the thought.

      “I thought I was staying,” Aria says, bristling and keeping her arms crossed. “I can’t very well visit the different courts of Faerie if I’m not in Faerie.”

      “No one expects you to visit each of the courts.” I don’t add that I won’t allow her to visit each of the courts. She does not know how dangerous her proposal was, even if it was brilliant in keeping the court royals happy.

      “But that’s what we talked about!” she shouts and points in the direction of the palace. “No one expects me to visit,” she mocks. “What does that even mean? That’s what we discussed!”

      “It will be more efficient to send representatives to each of the courts with the queen’s directions. We can send star fae to speak with the praefectus all at once. There is no need to send you to do what lower fae can do. And besides—”

      “What side are you on?” she asks, but then waves a hand and closes her eyes briefly. “Never mind. I know the answer to that. You don’t have a problem with enslaving and taking the magic away from the full fae. That’s why you don’t want me to visit the courts. That’s why you’re in denial about the fate of your own world. Your home—”

      “First, a human can’t even enter the Winter Court, but I don’t want you to do this tour because it’s dangerous,” I snap. “I don’t want you to do this tour because they might kill you.” I could lose you. Sitting in that room and listening to this girl throw herself at the divs in royal clothing as I was forced to sit and keep quiet while the summer king charmed and deceived her was agonizing. Heat rises up my neck at the memory. “Do you know why the courts jumped at your idea?”

      Aria shrinks at my tone, but I can’t stop. She needs to hear this. 

      “It’s because if you’re away from the protection of the Raven Court—no—if you’re away from the protection of the human realm and traipse around Faerie the way you plan to, they will attempt to kill you.” A horrible memory, one from my distant past, tries to surface. Flashes of clashing swords and confusion. Blood and screams and me cowering behind a bush as my father and grandfather lay dying…

      I clench my teeth.

      Aria gasps. Her reaction is distraction enough to banish the images.

      Good, she’s frightened. “They will use this tour as an opportunity to crown a new high king or queen.” I lower my tone. I have her attention. No need for more dramatics. “And to do that, they’ll have to end you first.” I pray she hears the catch in my voice and feels the gravity of this. “I won’t get a human girl killed because everyone thinks she’s a queen.”

      Scenarios of possible assassinations flood my thoughts with nightmarish images:

      Golden hair sprawled and stained with blood on piles of decaying leaves. 

      An arrow piercing through silks and flesh as pink blossoms fall like snow.

      Her skirts ablaze as flames lick across her pale skin, charring it as she screams.

      Her bluebell colored eyes wide and her mouth agape as she sinks deeper into the sea.

      Frozen in time and encased in ice as one of Queen Silver’s trophies.

      No!

      I won’t let this human girl be killed.

      I can’t let this kind, intelligent, beautiful human girl be killed.

      “Then I’ll take guards with me,” she says as a lock of hair falls from the arrangement around her head. “And I’m doing this for the full fae’s benefit. You should tell me why I can’t enter the Winter Court, but I think the risk will be lower than you think, Tien.”

      A shiver ripples across my back when she says my name, but I push away the feeling.

      “Need I remind you of your promise?” I ask quietly, using the best thing in my arsenal. I doubt we’re being overheard. I checked the area before I approached her, but it’s still prudent to be careful. “That you would do whatever I ask? That you will do whatever is best for the Raven Court?”

      Aria’s pink lips close, drawing my eyes to them. That torturous memory—a different sort of horrible—that stalks my thoughts day and night, ambushes me again. “You’re in love with me,” Aria had said. But before I could deny it or stop her or say anything, she was in my arms with my fingers splayed against her back, pulling her close as we kissed. It was pointless to pretend I wasn’t in love with her in that moment, but now I desperately try to hide it even from myself. How can she act as if it never happened?

      My fingers ache to reach up and touch that loose lock of hair, to see if it feels as soft as I remember. But I don’t.

      “Yes, I know,” she says, relaxing and dropping her arms before meeting my eyes. “And I meant it. All of it.”

      I step back. She meant it. The kiss? She never said she loved me, but the way she communicated with that kiss…

      “What?” she asks.

      “You said you meant it. Do you mean…” I can’t help the hopeful tone in my voice. I’m sure it’s written all over my face too. 

      “Look, Tien, I know I’m a human and all, but we can be trustworthy even if we’re allowed to lie.” Aria looks almost hurt.

      It confuses me.

      She crosses her arms. “My promise?”

      I feel heat rise up my neck. 

      “Tien, I mean it. I meant what I said when I made that promise.”

      Foolish Tien! She meant her promise, not the kiss. Her promise to do as I asked and what is best for her position in imitating the queen. Not that day.

      “I know I spoke out today, and that’s not what you wanted, but…” She stops and stares at me strangely. “Wait. What’s wrong?”

      “What? Er… nothing,” I say and hope her weak human ears can’t hear the thrumming of my pulse. “Yes, you should not have spoken out like that—”

      “Tien,” she cuts me off, watching me steadily and then looks around us.  “What is it? What did you think I meant?”

      I straighten and wish I could lie and come up with some plausible reason for my misunderstanding. Something that has nothing to do with the way that day has been on my mind more often than it should. Or even lie and say I don’t wish to discuss it. But I do wish to discuss it, so that would be a lie too. But star fae cannot lie, not like humans can. Not like Aria could.

      “M-My thoughts were in another place,” I say, looking into the darkened trees and keeping my arms tightly at my sides. “I apologize, I thought you were referring to something else.”

      Aria folds her arms again, but not defensively, more… taunting. “And what did you misunderstand that has made you so flustered?” She hooks an eyebrow and one corner of her mouth. “It’s not very often that I get to see Captain Tien Firetail’s feathers get ruffled, let alone be the cause for it.”

      “They were not… you have not—”

      “Spit it out, Tien.”

      I dare lower my eyes to hers. The taunt is gone, replaced by a vanishing smile.

      “What is it?” she whispers. “C’mon, it’s me.” She steps closer.

      Without thinking, I reach out to take her hand. Electricity sparks my skin where it touches hers.

      She stares down at our clasped fingers and then up at me but doesn’t pull away. “Wait, what are you doing?”

      “Aria,” I say, pulling her closer. I can’t help the smile that emerges when a faint blush works its way up her cheeks. “About that day in the hallway.”

      An eyebrow hitches, but she still doesn’t draw back.

      I watch the waning light dance in the blues of her eyes, flitting back and forth between mine.

      “What’s going on? What do you mean, that day in the hallway?” she repeats, our hands still clasped.

      I pull her hand so she has to step closer. “I know you saw Sterling first. I know you have something with him. I’m not blind, but we can’t keep pretending that what happened between us never happened.”

      An uneasy smile pulls at her lips as she slips her fingers from my grip.

      A fluttering hope replaces the absence of her hand. I think Aria and Sterling would be better as friends, but perhaps that’s just a dream.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Her arms fold, but it’s a different gesture than before. It seems to be a response to cover what she’s really feeling instead of anger or teasing.

      It’s infuriating.

      “Why do you insist on pretending it didn’t happen? Aria, you kissed me! I thought perhaps that meant…” But I can’t finish. Foolish, Tien.

      She shakes her head and folds her arms. “I don’t know what you’re trying to do, why you’d…” She waves a hand but doesn’t finish her thought. “Whatever. But you know I’m with Sterling. I wouldn’t…” She trails off again, turns on her heel and marches up the path with one hand in the air. “Apparently I’m going home, so I guess I should go pack.”
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      I’m tempted to head back to the sea and jump in to cool off from the heat still rushing through my limbs and core after that strange conversation with Tien. But then I might run into him again. And he might imply again that something is happening between us.

      Which it’s not. 

      I’m with Sterling. I like Sterling. We have a good thing.

      But what was that?

      Instead, I march all the way back to the Raven Palace and through the front doors heading to my room. I don’t bother retrieving my shoes. I’m not sure where I left them anyway. I track sand along the pristine tile of the corridors and hallways as it slides off my ankles and feet.

      I guess I’m going home. I brought nothing from my world to pack, but when Tien had to sneak me into the palace because I wore jeans and a sweater and my favorite sneakers instead of fae queen appropriate clothing, I decided it might be smart to take some of the queen’s dresses and boots with me for next time. It’ll save Tien the trouble of sneaking me into the palace every time he brings me to Faerie if I’m dressed correctly.

      That is, if he ever plans to bring me again after the stunts I’ve pulled.

      I can’t blame the captain for refusing the tour of Faerie. I promised to behave when I came again, and there I went off with my mouth, spouting change and how I plan to execute it, but it’s still disappointing. I still want to help. I still want to save the full fae from being enslaved and having their magic stripped away. I still want to save Faerie from dying, to save more of the trees and forest from becoming gray and lifeless. But I don’t think Tien believed me when I told him about it. Not that I picked the best time to bring it up, but clearly, he had other strange misconceptions in his mind.

      For the record, I never kissed him. I wouldn’t. I’m with Sterling, and I would never cheat. So why would he have it in his head that we kissed in the hallway once? What sort of girl does he think I am? Even if my relationship with Sterling ended, I wouldn’t go after his brother. That’s just… 

      I rid the thoughts from my head as I enter the queen’s old bedroom and stride to the wardrobe. I wonder if that maid is around to draw me a quick bath before I’m taken home. What was her name? I don’t see her anywhere. The room is silent and still. Maybe I don’t want the water and sand from Faerie washed away just yet.

      Throwing the doors of the wardrobe open, I riffle through the dresses. There’s only room to take one or two, even though it would be fun to take more. I would love to wear one of the queen’s fancy dresses to prom. Either jaws will drop, or I’ll hear snickering since Queen Carys’s dresses are more old-timey renaissance-fair type dresses, but I won’t care.

      I pick out a pale blue shimmery dress and lay it on the bed. It looks simple, but I’ve been around long enough to know simple usually means extravagant once I’ve put a gown on. Whether there are hidden golden threads or silver sparkles that throw dots of rainbow light when the sunlight hits the skirts, there’s always something fancy about them.

      When I turn back to the wardrobe and see my reflection, my heart nearly escapes my ribcage. I don’t remember ever seeing a mirror there.

      And my dress isn’t black…

      My heart hammers even harder when my brain catches up. I realize it’s not my reflection, but a girl who looks like me, wearing a black dress. She has blonde hair in a messy updo of some sort, blue eyes that smile the second they meet mine. Same height, same build, same… everything.

      “Q-Queen Carys?” I manage. It’s amazing my brain plucked that out amid the swirling whirlwind of my thoughts. It has to be her, especially knowing she escaped from the Winter Queen, but I didn’t expect to see her here! In her own palace! In her room!

      “The one and only,” she says.

      “I uh…” I say, but nothing else comes out. I guess I never thought I’d ever meet her and so I never planned out in my head what I would say to her if I did. There goes all my fleeting suspicions that I might be the lost queen with some unfortunate memory loss.

      Obviously, I’m off the hook. There’s no need to pretend to be a queen who has returned to her throne, but now that I’m thinking about it, the thought is bittersweet. Sure, I can focus on my human life now and never have to worry about being dragged off to Faerie where I’m as likely to run into something that will kill me as I am to have a pop quiz in biology, but Faerie has grown on me. I like it here, and I like being her. It’s more than the dresses and the pampering and the elegant rooms. It’s the feeling of importance and power. The feeling—although perhaps not entirely accurate—that I have the authority and ability to do some real good for a lot of people. Well, fae people.

      If I’d known the summit or meeting or whatever it was in that fantastic library would be my last chance to be a queen, I might have reveled in it longer.

      She smiles, but it doesn’t last. “I see they’ve dressed you up to be me.”

      Even her voice is similar. Not the same as mine, it’s higher and less gritty, but similar.

      “Yes, I uh…” Ugh. I must sound so idiotic to her! I would facepalm if I didn’t think it would make me look even worse. But then my stomach drops. I was so caught up in what this means for me: the bittersweet, no more ballgowns and revels, no more opportunity to do some good, that I failed to ponder what she thinks about what I’ve done. Is she mad? Will she throw me into a dungeon? Will she have me executed for impersonating her? I resist the urge to clutch my throat. I no longer care if it sounds stupid and have to ask, “A-are you going to kill me?”

      She covers her mouth as laughter shakes her shoulders. She shakes her head and drops her hand, pressing her lips together. “Of course I won’t kill you.”

      I think she’s telling the truth, she has to as part-fae, but the fear is still there. After all, I only just met this queen, but I can’t help but return the smile.

      “No, you’ve done me a favor,” she adds, walking down the three steps to the lower part of the room. She looks around as if she finds the space endearing or quaint, which is strange because this used to be her bedroom. “Who knows what would have happened to the Raven Court if you hadn’t come along?”

      I nod, feeling slightly more at ease. “They were prepping your brother, Prince Piz to take over before I came.”

      “Well, that would have been a disaster,” she says, walking a few paces as she talks. “I love my brother, but the throne would have been taken from him immediately.” She pauses her steps and gasps and then lifts a hand to her throat. “Or worse.”

      “I know.” What she doesn’t know is that I feel the same. The queen’s siblings aren’t my own, but it would devastate me if something happened to any of them.

      “No, the only person—” Queen Carys starts but shakes her head and waves a dismissive hand. Her tone and her demeanor and the way she looks at me feels familiar. It’s probably because our faces are identical, but it feels like more than that. I’ve only known her for a few seconds, but I like her already.

      “I guess we should tell everyone you’re back,” I say with obvious disappointment. The moment the words leave my mouth, I realize it’s a bad idea. The memory of Queen Silver’s threat floods my entire body with a thick, icy dread. The queen knew I wasn’t Carys, so if word got out that the real queen really is back, they could kidnap again her.

      “Actually, no,” I say at the same time the queen shouts, “No!”

      We share a nervous smile. An identical, nervous smile. So weird.

      “Since most of the court thought I was you anyway, I suppose it makes little sense to announce some grand declaration,” I point out.

      “Exactly,” she agrees, her face relaxing in relief.

      Tien and Sterling know the truth, perhaps we should tell them? But thinking about Sterling causes a fluttering in my stomach. What does her return mean for me and him? What will happen when he finds out she’s back? The two of them share a history. From what he’s told me, they were on the verge of becoming engaged or mates or something. In human terms, they were definitely dating before she disappeared.

      “So, who was the mastermind who brought you here to save my throne?” Queen Carys asks, lifting an eyebrow and offering a sly smile.

      Her smile is contagious. I can’t help but smile back.

      “Tien Firetail,” I say, straightening. 

      “The captain,” the queen muses. She lifts a hand to grip her chin, deep-in-thought. When she looks at me, a puzzlement rests in the crease between her eyes.

      “Does that surprise you?” I sit on the edge of the bed next to the forgotten blue gown.

      She walks back up the reverse-platform and pulls out the vanity chair. But she doesn’t sit. Instead, she grips the backrest. “I just didn’t think he’d go to the human realm to look for me. But it was smart to bring you here when he saw the similarities between us.” Something flashes across her face I can’t name. “Who would have thought a girl with my face was walking among the humans?”

      “Well, Tien wasn’t there looking for you. He went there because…” I pause. This is the part where I tell her that her best friend and the person she prefers most is a big part of my life too. The queen took my impersonating her well, but how will she take the next part? The part about how Sterling is my boyfriend now. That whatever happened between her and him, I’m the one he’s dating now. I suck in a breath, bracing myself. “Because Sterling was in the human realm.”

      “Sterling?” her voice is just above a whisper. She swallows and flutters her eyes, as if blinking away tears. “And why was Sterling in the human realm?”

      “Because h-he was looking for you,” I say, blinking rapidly. But then he found me and was drawn to me. And then we got to know each other, and realized we liked each other, so we started dating. And now he feels like what he has with me is better than what he had with his best-friend-high-queen Carys. But I don’t say any of it. I can see how much he means to her.

      Instead, I say, “We should at least tell them.”

      She rounds the vanity chair and then walks toward the bed to sit. The pale blue dress rests like a river between us. Seeing her straight posture with squared shoulders and head high, I try to mimic it.

      I don’t know what will happen if we tell the Firetail brothers the real queen is back, but it seems like the right thing to do. There’s no reason for Tien to send soldiers and tromp through Faerie looking for a queen who is right here, safe and sound in her own court. Although I feel trepidation about Sterling finding out his ex-girlfriend is back, I think all of us need to figure out how he feels. I’d like to know if he was only with me because he couldn’t find her or if he will choose me anyway.

      I just know that as soon as we tell them, everything will change. They both cared deeply for her. I might be in the mix now, but who knows what will happen to me once they know.

      Still, it’s the right thing to do.

      “Let’s not tell them just yet,” the queen says as she stares at something across the room, lost in thought.

      “Okay,” I say, hating the thrill I feel at that. At least things won’t change right away. It might not be the right thing to do, keeping it from them. It might change everything and not necessarily for the best, but it’s not what she wants. At least not yet. And she’s the queen, so I must obey what she wants. But she has to know how much they’ve ached over her absence. I have to tell her.

      “Just know that they’ve both been so—” My voice catches, and I have to clear my throat. I just met the girl and here I am all emotional about her return too. “They’ve been so worried about you.” In this brief conversation, I recognize the same feeling I felt when I met the princes and princesses, Carys’s brothers and sisters. An immediate connection. It’s probably because I’ve been pretending to be her for so long and because we have identical faces. Even so, I realize if the queen went missing again—if Queen Silver found her and took her back to the Winter Court as her prisoner—I would feel wretched and sick with worry.

      It’s no wonder both Sterling and Tien love her.
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      Queen Carys’s eyes wrench themselves away from her daze and back at me. “So how does this work?” she asks. “You being here? Did you volunteer? Did Captain Firetail offer you a bargain?”

      I can’t help but make a face. “Tien kidnapped me.”

      Queen Carys clamps a hand over her mouth and raises both eyebrows in surprise. She removes her hand, revealing a shocked smile. “He kidnapped you?”

      I roll my eyes. “Yep.”

      “Huh,” she says, looking at the floor. “I wouldn’t have imagined him doing something so…  drastic.” The queen offers a guilty shrug. “So, I guess that means you didn’t want to come?”

      I shake my head and puff out a laugh/sigh. “No-o. It terrified me, coming here. And rightly so. A bil… ” I snap my fingers several times, trying to remember the name of the grass-bearded creature who literally wanted a piece of me. For dinner. “A bilk… bilo…”

      “Biloko?” she finishes, her eyes wide with horror.

      “Yes! One of those tried to eat me the first time I was here.”

      Queen Carys won’t meet my eyes. “How did you survive?”

      “Tien saved me.”

      She fingers the fabric of the pale blue gown on the bed between us. “So, being here now… is not your first time?”

      I shake my head. “I got over my fear, and Tien asked me to come back. There was a meeting, a summit, he wanted me to attend. It happened earlier today.”

      “I see…” The queen presses her lips together and smooths the blue dress as if petting a cat. “And what are the plans now?” She folds her hands in her lap and lifts her eyes to mine.

      “I-I uh didn’t do what Tien wanted.” I look away, feeling my pulse quicken. What will she think of my little proposal to visit the courts? To insist the full fae are treated better? And ultimately to save Faerie? “So, he wants to send me home.”

      She tilts her head. “What did you do that he disliked?”

      I push my mouth to the side. Should I tell her? “I uh…” 

      What is my problem with words around this girl? She’s just a girl, I try to tell myself, but then internally cringe. No, she’s not. This is Queen Carys. The High Queen of the alternate realm of Faerie. She might look like me, or vice versa, but she’s not just a girl.

      “Here, your hair arrangement looks like it hurts.” The queen notices my unease and awkwardness, which isn’t hard. She slides the dress behind her on the bed, removing the barrier between us so she can scoot right next to me, then she lifts her hands. “May I take it down for you?”

      I touch the crown-braid around my head. It doesn’t hurt, but it’s also not me. So, I nod and turn my back to her.

      “Tell me what happened,” she says, clumsily working a pin from my hair.

      I consider her question, wondering if I can tell her, if I should trust her, but it takes less than a second. She’s the Raven Court Queen. She’s the girl I’ve been pretending to be, the girl whose throne I’ve been trying to save. Tien kidnapped me for her for his court. I can trust her.

      I sigh, lifting my shoulders to take a deep breath and then I gush. I tell her about the meeting and everything that happened. Pins drop behind me, clinking against each other on the mattress as I speak. For context, I have to back up to tell her about my visit to the Summer Court and the attack on the palace and the punishment of the fae who orchestrated it as sections of my hair drop around my face and against my back. The confession that it was all my fault brings feelings of guilt fresh to the surface. 

      “I’m sorry, Queen Carys,” I say, staring at the bed, grateful my back is turned and she can’t see my face. “I-I just got caught up in being you and went with my gut and—”

      “Carys,” she interrupts.

      I turn and see an amused and not-at-all disapproving expression.

      “Please don’t call me queen,” she says. She has my loose hair in her hands and she combs through it with her fingers, then twists it and drops it on my shoulder. Something a lot like coincidence or deja vu runs along my back in a shiver. Carys couldn’t have known it’s how I like to wear my hair. My eyes flit to the portrait of her on the wall. The Carys in that picture also has her hair in a twist across one shoulder. That’s why she did it, I decide. It had nothing to do with knowing anything about me. “Just call me Carys.”

      “Carys,” I repeat. Yes, I like it better. I doubt I could ever call the Winter Queen anything other than Queen Silver. I can’t imagine anyone calling the ice royalty anything but Queen. But now that I’ve met her, Carys is… well, likeable, relatable, and sort of like me. Sure, she’s still the queen and isn’t just a girl, but she feels like someone I can trust. Someone I could be friends with. Almost like a sister, even.

      I think she feels the same way about me.

      After everything I’ve gone through, it still terrifies me to let anyone in, but Sterling told me I should. He said to make another friend. He probably didn’t mean the Carys, but he also thought she was gone forever. 

      “There’s something else you should know,” I say. Since I’ve decided she’s my friend, I should tell her the dangers.

      “Alright, what is it?”

      “Today, after the meeting, the Winter Queen confronted me.”

      I can see the interest in her eyes even though she tries hard to hide it by looking away. 

      “At first, she thought I was you—everyone else thinks I’m you—but when she spoke to me alone, she said something about not upholding my end of the bargain?”

      Carys stiffens.

      “But then she realized I wasn’t you,” I say in a rush and gesture with my hands. “And said she would take me to her court, but she’d rather find you and take you back.”

      Carys keeps her eyes trained downward and traces a finger along the stitching of the bedspread between us as I catch my breath and attempt to still my sudden rapid pulse. 

      When she says nothing, I ask, “You escaped her court?”

      She nods.

      “You were her… prisoner?”

      She nods again. 

      “Because you agreed to some bargain? Why? What was the bargain?”

      She forces a smile when she looks back at me and reaches forward to grasp my hand. “It doesn’t matter. I cannot go back.”

      I shiver at the haunted look in her eyes.

      “But this is good,” she says, her smile warming even through the brimming tears. “If she has seen me,” she points at me, “but knows you’re not actually me, then she won’t come here looking for me.” She points to herself. “As long as we play it smart.”

      I tilt my head and furrow my eyebrows. “What do you mean?”

      “Here’s what I propose,” she says, clapping her hands together as the light reignites in her eyes. “I think you should stay.”

      “But—”

      “It’s best that Captain Firetail and S-Sterling think I’m you.” She gestures at both of us. I try not to think about the way she caught on Sterling’s name. 

      “And General Luto,” I say. “He knows too.”

      “And the general,” she repeats. Then she stands and walks to the lower platform to pace as her plan comes together. “But I cannot imagine how difficult it must be for you to be a queen.” She pauses and looks up at me.

      I blow out a puff of air. “You have no idea.”

      “And besides that… I like you. I would like for you to stay. I would like for us to get to know one another.”

      “How will that work?” I ask, standing too. “Sterling and Tien will figure out real quick that you’re back if we’re both tromping around the palace. And who knows what would happen if anyone else saw us!”

      “Yes, we’ll have to talk logistics, but I’m intrigued by you. I think we could benefit from one another. What do you say? Will you stay?”

      I haven’t even ridden Madseok yet, so I definitely want to stay for a little while longer, but what does that mean for my world? Will I be missed? What will Blake and Lindsey do when I don’t come home? But then I remember Tien’s confession about using my cell phone and how he provided me with an alibi. “I’ll have to convince Tien to let me since he’s ready to march me home right now, but if I can, I could stay a few days. Tien made sure I could stay longer if needed.”

      “A few days?”

      “In human world terms, however long that is.”

      “A few days in the human world could give us a lot of time here.”

      “Yes, he mentioned that.”

      “If he provided that, perhaps the captain wants you to stay.”

      “Maybe.” I shrug and ignore the way my cheeks warm at the mention of him and the memory of our strange conversation on the beach.

      “So… what do you say?” 

      “I’d like to get to know you too,” I say. “I’m sure I can convince him.”
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        * * *

      

      “Captain, the queen wishes to speak to you,” Lieutenant Redlake says. I ignore the thrill and dread that accompanies the request. “She’ll meet you in the courtyard.”

      In the courtyard and not headed to the docks? I’ll have to prepare myself for some speech about why I should allow Aria to stay and carry out her plans.

      That girl is infuriating.

      “Thank you, Lieutenant.” I dismiss him but don’t leave right away. Make her wait. After all, she’s not actually the queen.

      I try not to look irritated when Xavmitar and Bellanae, two of the queen’s guards, open the gilded doors leading into the courtyard. We must keep up the ruse that Aria is the queen, after all. It’s full dark, but the half-moon lights the courtyard with a silver glow that turns the flowers different shades of gray.

      She sits on a bench in the center, her dress is the same color as the roses in the moonlight—the same dress she wore for the meeting and on the beach. It’s a wonder she hasn’t changed. I should remind her that a queen would change.

      But her hair is not the same. It’s been taken from its arrangement, smoothed, and then twisted to lie across her shoulder. My pulse stutters. With her hair piled round her head, it was easier to pretend she was Carys, but the way it’s worn now, down and… and… she’s undeniably Aria.

      I swallow over the lump in my throat and keep my thoughts diverted away from the conversation we had earlier when she sees me and stands.

      “Tien,” she says. “Thanks for meeting me.”

      She’s nervous. That’s clear. I expected some quip about my making her wait, but it seems that she doesn’t wish to anger me.

      I push back the smile that wants to emerge. The feeling vanishes when I realize her nervousness could be a reaction to what happened earlier when I made a fool of myself.

      “I’ll get right to the point. I want to stay awhile and not for the reasons you think.”

      I study her. This girl who vomited all over some poor spring dryads the instant she realized I’d brought her to Faerie now wishes to stay? So much has happened since that fateful day. “And what are the reasons I think?”

      Aria steps toward me. Close enough that I could reach out and tuck a lock of hair behind her ear, or stroke the back of my hand against her cheek, or pull her into my arms. But I do none of those things and resist the powerful urge to step back.

      “I get it. You don’t want me doing the tour thing. I get how you think it’s too dangerous and you don’t approve of it, or whatever.” She is trying very hard to seem nonchalant. “Why can’t I go to the Winter Court? You never told me the reason.”

      “Humans can’t enter. There’s a barrier that won’t allow them inside,” I say. “It’s for their own protection. The Winter Court has… a bit of a reputation.” I’ll leave it at that. No need to tell her all the horrid details.

      “Noted. Anyway, we’ll think up another plan. One that doesn’t involve this tour since it sounds like I can’t visit all the courts, anyway. Maybe I’ll just go to Summer.”

      I fold my arms. She’s not making a good case. Summer is even more dangerous because she can enter. I shouldn’t even be listening to her. I should march her down to the docks now and take her back. 

      “Or not.” She holds both hands up and lowers her head. “I’ll keep my promise. I’ll only do what Carys would do.”

      What could be the reason she doesn’t want to leave? I hadn’t heard mention of my brother wishing to remain in Faerie. He knows the importance of keeping a watch on Aria, but perhaps she knows something I don’t. “Sterling will go back with you to the human realm if that’s the reason you don’t wish to leave.”

      “Yeah, I know. I still want to stay.”

      I stare at her. It’s my own sort of torture, but I try to see the real motive for her request. She knows Sterling would go with her, so it’s not fear of being separated from him. A part of me thinks she’s telling me what she wants me to hear now, so she can do what she wants and run off again, but I think she regrets her actions before. I think she’s sincere about deferring to myself and the general and not touring the different courts. So, what is it? Her face gives nothing away as she stares right back.

      “Is it the water horse?”

      “Madseok? I mean, he’s part of it, but…” She pauses. “I mean, yes, yes, he’s a reason. I want more time to ride Madseok.”

      I narrow my eyes. She’s not telling the entire truth. Damn her humanness and ability to lie!  I need her gone for so many reasons. The assassination attempt and the dangers that still lurk within even the Raven Palace, but also knowing she’s so close within the palace. So close, but so… it’s a different sort of dangerous. A different sort of torture.

      I want her gone. I need her gone.

      The threat of hoping, of suspecting that her wanting to remain in Faerie has something to do with me and not my brother will surely end me.

      “Do you promise to behave? To act as Carys would act, which means to act as I tell you to?” I can see she means it, but it distracts me from blurting out the real reason I want her to leave.

      “I promise.”

      Her smile obliterates my heart and dissolves any self-preservation I have left.

      “Then you can stay.”
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      I’m giddy. Convincing Tien to let me stay was almost too easy, but that doesn’t matter. It worked, and I can’t wait to tell Carys.

      Her eyes widen when I re-enter the bedroom. She stands in a doorway I’ve never noticed and gestures with her hands in a panicked charades-type-dance.

      I tilt my head and furrow my eyebrows. “What’s—”

      She jerks a hand to her mouth, one finger pressed against her lips, silencing me. She looks over her shoulder—after shooting me an exasperated smile—then ducks to the left behind a large vase with greenery spilling out.

      From the same doorway emerges the maid, the tiny one with white hair and the scar. Her eyes widen when she sees me. Just as Carys’s had.

      Uh oh.

      “My queen,” the maid says with a quick curtsy and then lifts a hand, pointing nowhere in particular. “I thought—” She stops herself and shakes her head, then gestures to the room behind her, then shakes her head again as if she was mistaken.

      Perhaps she’s wondering how the queen got across the room so quickly, or worse… how she changed her clothing just as quickly. Carys wears black, and I’m still in crimson.

      At least Carys’s black is an excellent color for hiding.

      “Please remind me of your name again?” I ask, closing my eyes and placing a hand against my temple. I’m embarrassed I have to ask her, but it’s better than drawing attention to what just happened or anything that might require the explanation that there are two girls in this room with identical faces.

      “It’s Hillbap, Your Majesty.”

      “Hillbap,” I repeat, committing it to memory and walking toward the bed. “I would like to get some sleep, so I won’t be needing you any more today.” I resist the urge to glance at Carys’s hiding spot. Her blonde hair is visible above the green-yellow leaves, and there’s no way Hillbap won’t see her dress jutting out from behind the vase near the floor. I think her knees are poking out.

      I need to get the maid out before she turns and spots her.

      “Yes, Your…” She pauses and lifts a hand to place on her head. “Weren’t you wearing a different dress?”

      I frown. “No, you must have been mistaken.”

      “Yes, of course, Your Majesty. I don’t know where my head is.”

      “It’s fine,” I say and glance at Carys right as she slips and knocks the vase, teetering it on its base. Her reflexes are quick, and she grabs it before it crashes to the floor.

      My heart tries to flee my chest.

      I rush to the maid, reaching down to usher her from the room as I would a little kid. I force a yawn. “I’m exhausted. I’ll send for you if I need anything.”

      “Yes, of course. I’ll leave you.” Hillbap wrings her hands as I shoo her toward the door. 

      I sneak a glance over my shoulder with a weak smile aimed at Carys’s hiding place. So close. We’re almost in the clear. But when I turn back, Hillbap has whipped around.

      “Actually, Your Majesty, I can’t keep quiet any longer,” she says. “I have to explain myself.”

      I rush to block her view of the plant. Thankfully, Hillbap’s eyes are closed. But how do I get her out of here? “Explain yourself? Explain what? I’m sure whatever you think you need to explain was a mistake or misunderstanding.”

      “Yes, I’m sorry. I should not have spoken out of turn. Pardon me, it won’t happen again.” Hillbap turns to the door and twists the knob.

      Sterling’s words echo in my head. Stop pushing people away.

      “Wait.” I can tell that whatever she wanted to say is weighing on her mind, and my dismissive tone—even if she assumes the tone is coming from her queen—is hurtful.

      She pauses but doesn’t turn. 

      “What is it you wanted to say?” I ask. “It was unkind of me to stop you.”

      Hillbap turns around, lifting her eyes to me. Which, at her small stature, forces her to crane her neck high.

      “Here, why don’t you sit,” I say, gesturing toward the vanity chair. If I can angle her away from Carys and then guide her straight out afterward, the maid won’t see her. And maybe Carys can sneak out of the room in the meantime.

      I don’t know what the rules are with royalty and servants, but even though I’m pretty sure it’s against some code of conduct to have a servant sit while a royal stands, either Hillbap also doesn’t know the rules, or she’s so distraught she doesn’t care. As soon as she sits in my vanity chair, she buries her head in her hands and bursts into tears.

      “Oh, what you must think of me!” she laments.

      I reach down to pat her shoulder. I don’t know what she’s talking about. I glance at Carys, but she’s already taken the opportunity to exit the room. It’s not like she could give me a summary or clue about this conversation from her hiding spot.

      The maid sniffs and then wipes her nose on the edge of her sleeve before looking up at me. She takes a deep breath. Bracing herself. 

      “At Praefectus Beechriver’s manor,” she says, lifting her eyes to me again. 

      I see the tears swimming there but still don’t know how to react, so I say nothing.

      She stares at the ground and grimaces. “The way I had to… throw myself at him was… humiliating.” She won’t look at me now. “And then you were there with the captain, and I had to walk in and pretend like I couldn’t keep my hands off him.” She hangs her head lower and speaks so quietly I can barely hear her. “I hated it. But I did what I had to do.”

      I kneel. Sterling told me how some of the praefectus, the higher-ranking star fae, forced full fae to be… physical with them. They took the ones who refused as slaves and had their magic stripped away. It was disgusting. Hearing what Hillbap went through is heart wrenching and sickening. Queen or not, I won’t let it stand. “You should never have to be expected to do those things. What Praefectus Beechbastard or whatever did to you was wrong.”

      She looks at me again, her green eyes still swimming with brimming tears. “I did it for my sister. He promised to release her if I… did things.”

      “I’m so sorry that happened to you, but I promise you’ll never be subjected to that again.” I don’t know how she got away from that monster and came here to be the queen’s maid, but I’m glad she did. “You’re in the palace now. You’re safe.”

      Hillbap rises and nods. “Thank you, Your Majesty,” she says. “It’s a miracle I even made it to the palace since he did this to me when his title was stripped.” She points at her scar, and my stomach churns. I don’t care why he isn’t in power anymore. I’m just glad karma hit him eventually. “It’s just, as your maid, I didn’t want you to think—”

      I wave a hand, silencing her, and I stand too. Since I wasn’t the one there, I don’t have any thoughts on the topic. But I am glad I didn’t witness her humiliation.

      “I’ll let you sleep now,” she says, turning and allowing a brief smile to rise.

      I nod and follow her, even though I’m no longer worried about her spotting Carys. Now that I’m staying, we’ll have to figure out some way to prevent that almost-disaster in the future. One of us walking in a room when the other has already been seen by someone could lead to too many questions. Carys has been back for five minutes and our secret has already been threatened.

      My thoughts trail back to the poor maid and my desire to help the full fae. It fills me with a frustrating, agonizing yearning. I know I promised to do what Carys would do, and the queen herself is here to act as herself, but I still want to help and make things better.

      “Hillbap?” I ask, prompting the fae to turn toward me. She tucks a piece of her white blonde hair behind a pointed ear.

      “You said you did it for your sister, so she could get away?”

      She nods.

      “Was it worse for her? Was he hurting her…” I glance at her scar. “Or worse?”

      She tilts her head to the side, her hair falling in confusion. When I don’t explain more, she says, “Not worse, and he never hurt her like this.” She points at her face. “But I hated what he was doing to her. Treating her that way.”

      “But he mistreated you too?” I ask. “I mean, before you did what you did?”

      She shrugs. “I mean, I agreed to be willing after. But he was awful to all of us.”

      Was. That’s encouraging. Maybe in addition to having his title stripped, he also had all of his servants taken away or was thrown into jail or something. I’ll still have to ask Tien just to make sure. 

      “So, why did you do it? Why would you make things worse for yourself?”

      “She’s my sister. I would do anything for her. It’s what you do for the people you love.”

      Hillbap exits, but I don’t rush to find Carys right away as the maid’s words work their way into my heart. I know all about sacrifice. It’s what I’ve done for Faerie, isn’t it? Agreed to be her servant, to do as Tien asks, to keep things under control and the crown safely in the Raven Court? I guess that means I love Faerie?

      I just wish I could do more. The meeting with the royals felt so right. It felt like I was doing something worthwhile and something that would benefit the entire realm, making changes for the better. So, is bending to Tien’s will the best course of action? Binding myself to my own words, to my stupid promise to behave? Shouldn’t I be out there enacting change?

      Hillbap said the fae was a praefectus, a fae of power within one of the courts, and I know there are others like him out there. I know there are other fae who are forced to do things they don’t want to do as the slaves of those evil half fae. I could do so much good getting out there and demanding they act differently or else have their titles stripped too. But I can’t. Tien was ready to send me home for wanting to do exactly that, and I can’t do anything from my world. I can’t help anyone if I’m stuck in the human realm. So, I have sacrificed my wants and my desires to do the good I long to do and bide my time.

      Maybe if I keep my head down and do as I’m told in order to stay is just the first step. Of course, Carys’s return complicates things since I’m sure she wants to take back the reins, but she wants to get to know me. She’s the one who asked me to stay. Maybe by having the actual queen’s ear, I can do something.

      Things worked out for Hillbap. She sacrificed herself, and now she’s here. Sacrificing my wants now for a better future will be worth it. I know it.
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      Carys re-emerges. I twist the lock for good measure before turning to face her and lean hard against the now-locked door.

      “Whew,” I say.

      “I think,” we both say together.

      “Jinx!” I shout. The queen gives me a strange look, but we both smile. I wave a hand. “Never mind. It’s a human thing.”

      “I think we should talk,” she says.

      “Yes, we need a plan.” I push away from the door and walk toward her, but then eye the doorway I’d never noticed before. The one both Carys and Hillbap emerged from when I first entered. “But first, what’s in there?”

      Carys looks over her shoulder and then back at me with a questioning look. “It’s the private dining area.”

      I walk past her and into the room. It’s nearly the size of the bedroom with a large rectangular table and six chairs surrounding it. Faded tapestries line the walls and there are two small windows, but it’s decorated much like the bedroom. After taking it in, I turn back to Carys, who leans on the doorjamb.

      “Are there any other of the queen’s rooms I should know about?”

      “Well, I’m surprised you’ve been staying here in your—in my old rooms.” She gestures around us. “And not the Queen’s Suite.”

      My stomach turns. 

      “The Queen’s Suite was a little… destroyed in the attack on the palace.” Visions of shattered pictures, a broken bed, and a missing window mixed with the scent of blood and screams force my eyes closed.

      “That’s why you’ve been staying here,” she says. “I’ve seen the room. It has been cleaned, and they replaced the furniture and glass.”

      “Yes, but…” I sigh and drop my eyes to the floor. “I just can’t.”

      She seems to understand. “We’ll stay here.”

      “Thank you.”

      “But those rooms have a private dining area too. Did you know it was there?”

      “Nope. I’d say I have spent little time in the room, but that’s not entirely true.”

      “Well, do you know about this other room?” She walks out and gestures that I follow. 

      Just to the side of the large portrait of the queen, there’s another door that blends into the wall. It opens up into a small room with several chairs and a small table. It looks like a sitting area, although the room seems sparser with only one painting on the wall and a small window. 

      “What’s this room for?”

      Carys shrugs. “It’s supposed to be a game room or a room for musical instruments but yo—but since my hobby was learning my role as the future queen…” 

      “And riding cabbyll-ushteys,” I add. I know I wouldn’t have time for hobbies, musical instruments and such, with literal water horses at my disposal.

      “Yes. And that. This room was rarely used.”

      “What about your photographs?” I ask, remembering the pictures on the wall of the queen’s bedroom. The ones that besides a visual representation of a scene or a creature, also emitted sounds and smells. They were fascinating. But they were smashed to bits in the attack. “Did you display those here too?”

      “I moved my photos to my other bedroom when I became queen,” she says morosely.

      “I’m sorry they were destroyed.”

      She sighs, then moves to sit in one of the plush chairs. “I can take more. Please, sit.”

      I move to a chair across from her and sink into it.

      “I convinced Tien to let me stay.”

      “Good.” She smiles. “Now for logistics. Obviously, we have to make sure we’re never seen together.”

      “Obviously.”

      “So, as I mentioned before, I’ll attend all the queenly duties,” Carys winks at me.

      “Yes, please.” I am relieved about that, but it also means I won’t be able to make changes. I wonder what Carys will do about that. Will she reverse everything I’ve done or just sweep everything under the rug until my proposal is forgotten?

      Just bide your time, Aria. Maybe through friendship I’ll have her ear, eventually. Maybe she’s more open-minded than Tien.

      “You’ll have to make yourself scarce during my appointments.”

      Scarce. Am I to be her little prisoner while she goes out and lives her life? “Okay… but I don’t want to hide out in your room all day.”

      “Of course not! I wouldn’t ask you to stay and then require that of you,” she says. Even if she weren’t a fae and I knew she couldn’t lie, I’d believe her. “We’ll take turns with certain things and figure it out.” She pauses and tilts her head. “Speaking of queenly duties, how did you manage the courts? Surely as a…” She pauses, but I know what she’s getting at.

      “As a human? How did I manage, as a human, you ask? How did I convince everyone I was you while doing those queenly duties?” My smirk is automatic. I’m proud of the way I convinced everyone. I was good at being a queen.

      Carys folds her hands in her lap again.

      “Tien coached me.” I make a face. “He drilled the names and positions of everyone important into my head. He told me what to expect and what to say. I was his little puppet.” I’m still his little puppet.

      Carys smiles and claps once with joy on her face.

      “What?” 

      “Your expression! Was he really that bad?”

      “Tien?”

      “What I know of the captain is that he’s good at his job, maybe a little too serious at times, but he’s not a bore to be around.”

      My eyebrows pinch. From what she knows about him? I thought the two of them were closer than that. How did he fall in love with her otherwise? I dismiss it. Maybe he just loved her from afar. “Yes, well… he’s just irritating.”

      “I sense there is something going on between you two?” She raises both eyebrows in suggestion.

      “No!” Heat rushes to my cheeks at her suggestion. “I mean, I’m not with him. Not Tien.”

      “Calm down. It was just an observation.” She raises her hands, but her smile is still teasing. Then she stands to pace. It must be her way of thinking things through. “Besides the actual meetings and things with diplomats, which I will attend, if either of us see someone from court, we’re Queen Carys.”

      “Okay, but when either of us see Tien or General Luto or Sterling—”

      “Then we must be Aria,” Carys finishes.

      That’s what I was afraid of. I don’t like the idea of her pretending to be me around my boyfriend, but she doesn’t want him or Tien or the general to know she’s back yet, so there’s no way around it. I guess it’s better than if I’d gone home and she stuck around to pretend to be both of us. At least I have some control since I’m still here.

      With Carys going off to political meetings, there will be fewer chances of her running into Sterling anyway, so I shouldn’t worry. In fact, I could use her meetings as an excellent time to slip away to meet up with him.

      “How did you say you met Sterling?” Carys prods. Did she read my mind? She’s trying to act aloof about it as she rounds the room, touching the chair rail along the wall, then the edge of the table, but I can tell it’s an act. “He was looking for me?”

      I swallow hard. Here we go. “He was.” 

      “And that’s where Tien went when he went looking for him? Then he must have been with you for a while.”

      “He was.” I lean forward, interlocking my fingers as I stare at them. I’m sure it’s not the way a royal should sit, all hunched over, but I can’t look at her. “Look, Carys, you should know about Sterling and me.”

      From my peripheral, I see her settle back into the chair across from me and then cross one leg over the other. “Sterling and you?”

      I sit straighter and force myself to look at her. “He told me about your coronation revel and how you were almost…” My eyes dart down again. “But then you were gone, and he found me while looking for you and well…”

      “Well?”

      “He and I are… together. Like, courting I guess would be the word you know, but it’s not as serious as that.” I unintentionally roll my eyes. 

      “Together,” she says slowly as if tasting the word.

      I pull my shoulders back, waiting for whatever consequence will come next whether she throws me from the room or decides she doesn’t want me around and sends me straight home. “I’m sorry, I know how—”

      She holds up a hand, stopping my words. Her expression, although a little hurt, is more surprised than murderous. “I suppose… it makes sense.” A pensive look crosses her face. “And it is unexpected.”

      I try not to feel insulted, but it brings up the feeling I’ve been getting from Tien lately about my relationship with Sterling. It’s probably just my imagination or the fact he suggested something happened between him and I, but I feel like it’s always been there.

      Carys intercepts my thought before I can say more. “Of course, I’ve had feelings for Sterling—even if he’s not exactly suitable as a mate for the High Queen. It’s just, in the short time I’ve known you, I would assume the two of you would be best as… friends. Not lovers.”

      There it is again. Friends. But my cheeks burn at the latter word. “Oh, we’re not… we haven’t…”

      Carys smiles and lowers her head. “Romantically involved, then.”

      I relax. “So, you’re not mad?”

      Her smile stays. “I’m not mad.”

      “Earlier, you said you had gone rogue? You went against what the general and the captain instructed you to do?”

      I’m grateful for the subject change, but again, I can’t tell what she’s thinking or if she’s angry so I keep quiet.

      “Something about helping the full fae?” When I lift my shoulders, she continues. “It’s okay, we can fix it.”

      I deflate. I guess that means she’s on that side too. On Tien’s side. On the star fae side who agree the current treatment of the full fae is okay. That it’s right, even. I had hoped maybe she thought the way I do. The way Sterling does. But she’s on the side that wants to keep the full fae imprisoned. The side that wants to take away their magic. I wonder if she knows about the dying trees.

      “Aria, you have to know how dangerous they are.” She approaches me and reaches for my hands to lift me from the chair. I rise and she holds my fingers fast between hers. “I can see you think it’s wrong, but they have to be kept in check. They have to be controlled for the safety of the star fae and the Raven Court.”

      I try to look away. “It’s just—”

      “Aria,” she snaps, her eyes forcing me to look at her again. “I didn’t want to talk about it, but you have to know how awful it was being in Queen Silver’s dungeon.” She releases my hands and turns away with her arms wrapped tightly around her middle.

      “Look, you don’t have to—”

      She whips around to face me, her blue eyes penetrating mine. I have to blink and remind myself that I’m not looking into a mirror because the haunted look I see on her face is like nothing I’ve ever felt, and yet, I feel the echo of it in her features that are so like mine. Her eyes narrow. “What do you know of the Winter Court?” she asks. “Did Captain Firetail tell you about them? About their evil magic?”

      “No. All I know of Winter Court is that they’re powered by moonlight and have control over shadows. I wanted to ask which element they connect with since the other courts possess the four major ones.”

      “Ice,” she says. “Their element is ice, which is why so few venture into the Winter Court. It’s cold and dark and full of dark elves and vampires and creatures of the night and everything that is drawn to shadows.”

      I wrap my arms around my stomach, mimicking her earlier gesture. Thank Vejo, as Tien would say, humans can’t enter the Winter Court.

      Carys gazes at a point just above my shoulder as she speaks. “Her glamour is powerful and unnatural, but it wasn’t just the cold iron bars—did I tell you she has iron? And that it’s deadly to even us half fae? I had to push myself far against the wall to stop the iron poison from seeping into my skin. It didn’t help much. Even though the only thing both the iron and I touched was the air and the floor beneath us, I could still taste it as if they had shoved it down my throat.”

      I’m sure I imagine it, but I taste metal in my mouth too. “That’s horrible.”

      “It was, but it wasn’t the worst part. The queen’s glamour is powerful. So much that it can make you imagine things and hear things and see things that aren’t there. And I swear—” The queen’s voice catches and she closes her eyes again.

      “What else does it do?”

      Carys’s eyes snap open, and she forces a smile. “I should have said nothing, but I cannot lie.” She takes a breath, steeling herself. “She also has the power to alter thoughts and memories. Since I knew what she was doing, I could see through it to the truth.”

      As Carys describes her horrible imprisonment, I can’t help but wonder what tempted Carys to make a bargain with the queen. Carys willingly entered something that put her in that situation.

      “What bargain was worth all of that?” I whisper, though I doubt she’ll answer.

      “Something I thought was necessary.” When her face darkens, I don’t dare ask more. Whatever it is, she’s holding it close to her heart.

      Still, after hearing about Carys’s time in the Winter Court prison, it’s no wonder she’s still so against the equal and kind treatment of the full fae. But her experience was at the hands of Queen Silver, not a fae who was kind and caring as Maeve was, or even Hillbap, the fae who sacrificed herself for her beloved sister. Carys cannot punish an entire race for the things a few individuals have done to her, but I can see that now is not the time to convince her of that. Not with her memories of the Winter Court still so fresh.

      It also strengthens my resolve to keep her presence at the Raven Court a secret. The Winter Queen can’t know she’s here.

      So, I let it go.
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      I squeal again. I can’t help myself. The waves are magnificent today. They’re the perfect blend of green and blue and white-capped waves skittering spray down the swells. The sky is blue; the sun is warm, and Madseok is fast. 

      The wind whips at my face. The constant barrage of water makes me wish I’d brought sunglasses or even goggles from my world so I wouldn’t have to keep blinking so much. But it doesn’t bother me enough to want to stop.

      From the corner of my eye, I see Sterling shake his head and flash me an incredulous grin.

      “He’s just jealous you’re faster than Zebsar,” I shout at my cabbyll-ushtey. He snorts and then pushes his head down as if to prove he’s faster than his brother.

      Some larger swells race toward us, so I lean into Madseok’s thick, powerful neck and tighten my legs around him. It’s an impulse I don’t need since the magic of riding a cabbyll-ushtey glues the rider’s legs to the sides of the animal. That is one of the more frightening things about them, but at least I’m in no danger of falling off. And I’m no horse expert, but I assume it’s the reason we don’t use saddles either.

      We approach the swells with heads down and muscles tight. But instead of jumping over the waves, the way Madseok typically does, he leaps up and then dives.

      Water burns my nostrils. I hold my breath as the world goes dark and silent.

      A second later, we re-surface, and I sputter and gasp and feel a brief, but fleeting panic as I catch my breath. Because that’s how a cabbyll-ushtey kills you. They drag you down to drown you before they eat you. But I know Madseok. He would never hurt me. My water horse flashes a mouthful of his sharp, carnivorous teeth, but even the glint of his crimson eye can’t convince me the smile is anything but pure joy. He’s having fun. There’s nothing sinister in that smile.

      My heart pounds with the exhilaration as a rush of excitement spreads throughout my body all the way down my limbs to my fingers and toes. My center is near bursting with elation.

      I want to do it again.

      I blink away salt water and feel my hair plastered to my head and the back of my shirt. I found some pants and a shirt to wear instead of ruining another gown, although I might consider bringing a swim suit or even wet suit with me the next time I come to Faerie. Tugging on Madseok’s long seaweed-like tendrils, he turns his head to look at me with one gleaming red eye.

      “Let’s do it again!” I shout.

      In response, Madseok turns forward again and lowers his head. I do too and feel a thrill rise into my throat as he pushes to gallop faster across the surface of the sea. We ride up another large swell. He pushes off at the peak to leap high with his nose pointed up. I intake a deep breath—then we dive.

      The world goes quiet. And dark. 

      We dive deep.

      Then deeper.

      My body acclimates to the temperature of the water, and it feels like a warm blanket wraps around me. The wind no longer blasts at my face. My hair ceases whipping across my cheeks and slapping at my back. Aside from the lack of air, I might want to stay under indefinitely.

      I consider Madseok’s nature again, but it’s even more fleeting than the first time because I’m distracted by flashes of light that form images. Memories. No, not memories, something else. 

      “Aria! I’ll race you!” A younger, gangly version of Sterling shouts. His teeth are too big for his face and he rides an unfamiliar cabbyll-ushtey across tame waves.

      “Ha ha, yeah, alright,” I shout back. “Just be ready to lose!” The sunlight glitters across the water and heats my cheeks.

      A determined look crosses his face. He leans forward, urging his horse to run faster. I do the same and we’re flying. Running faster than I’ve ever raced before. What would father think if I—

      But the thought vanishes in an instant as Madseok pushes through the water with the speed of a dolphin. He turns upward again, and we soar above the surface, his deft feet clapping to the water, back into his gallop without missing a step. Back onto the much larger waves, back to this moment.

      What was that? I wonder. That was weird.

      Sterling is slack-jawed when I glance at him. It’s the normal him with his hero hair and better-fitting teeth. I can’t help but offer a stupid grin. Whatever that was, the diving was amazing, exhilarating. I shouldn’t have looked at him because when he closes his mouth again, he steers Zebsar to ride alongside us and then shouts, “Let’s head back!”

      I nod, disappointed, but turn Madseok to turn back the way we’d come, back to the shore at West Raven. We don’t dive again as we race back. I don’t dare. I’m stuck in my thoughts and worries that Sterling is about to flip out as soon as we make it to dry land. But I’m also worried about what strange visions I’ll see. What was that? Whatever. It was probably just some crazy faerie magic in the water or something showing me things that aren’t real. 

      What is real is that Sterling has never become too mad at me about anything, but even I know what I did with that dive was dangerous and potentially stupid. I always worry about Tien sending me home when I’m not ready to go, but Sterling is fae too. This is his home too, and he cares about me too. And although he is easy going and always on my side of things, I can’t take his nature for granted. This might be the thing he flips out over. Since he’s also a Firetail, I shouldn’t be surprised if he insists on taking me back home right now.

      What he doesn’t know is that my going back could cause other problems. What happens when I’m taken back, but Carys is still here? If Tien and the general know I’ve gone home, it won’t take long to figure out their missing queen is back.

      I remain mounted until Madseok trots high on the beach and sheds some of this water horse features. His nose has shortened and his teeth flattened when I dismount and hop onto the wet sand.

      Sterling is rubbing Zebsar’s neck when we approach. His back is to me, but I can tell by the set of his shoulders that I’m about to get chewed out.

      But when he stops and turns, all I get is a disapproving smile. It’s unexpected.

      “Are you mad?” I ask, walking toward him with my water horse in tow.

      He sets his jaw and blows out a puff of air. He’s holding back a smile. “I was.”

      “But?” I prompt.

      “But,” he says, gesturing at my cabbyll-ushtey. “Clearly, Madseok can be trusted not to eat you.”

      I feel my water horse’s nose above my shoulder and reach up to pat his head. He lets out a snort and a guttural sound. “I think we have a connection.”

      Sterling wags a finger at me. “Well, don’t do that with just any water horse. Zebsar might not drown you either but others will.”

      “I won’t,” I promise, and step closer to my fae boyfriend, reaching up to tousle his drenched hair. It flops around and looks less hero-ish. I like it. 

      He lifts my limp ponytail, hanging it over my shoulder and lets it slap against my shoulder.

      I laugh. I’m more soaked than he is, but he never went all the way under. Water still pours from my hair, my clothes, and down my legs as evidence. It will take a while to dry, especially my hair. I make another mental note to bring a hairdryer the next time I come, although without outlets, a hairdryer will still be useless. Scratch that.

      “I thought you had a meeting with the praefectus of Herdan today,” Sterling says as we stroll up the beach.

      “No, Car— err… how did you know about that?” I hope he didn’t hear my near slip. Of course Carys is the one meeting with Malarue Hazelfalls of the Spring Court, not me, and I nearly blurted it.

      When Sterling asked how I convinced Tien to let me stay longer, I told him I’d promised to do less with the courts to let things settle and a retraction for my proposal to tour Faerie was made until we could figure things out. Meanwhile, I just wanted to stay in this world a while longer, hang out with him, and ride Madseok. Sterling accepted it. I think he liked the idea of fulfilling his job, of taking care of the cabbyll-ushteys himself instead of leaving everything to the other grooms. He liked the idea of staying in his own world.

      He said he just wanted to be where I was, but I think he’s glad to be home.

      So, even though the opposite is happening and Carys has been calling on nobles and praefectus for endless meetings and councils to get her court back to running order—and I suspect to undo everything I’ve done—I can spend as much time with Sterling as I want because he thinks the queen’s time is free.

      Still, it’s been a choreographed dance between Carys and I, especially with Tien because there was no way for him not to know about meetings with the queen.

      “Tien mentioned it this morning,” Sterling says. I can’t tell if he’s suspicious, but he won’t look at me. “Was I not supposed to know?”

      “No, I uh…” Think quick! “S-someone else took care of it. They didn’t need me.” I tried to lie and say General Luto took care of it, but I couldn’t get his name out. I guess that’s what I get for trying to lie. 

      Sterling is silent for several paces with his eyes trained on the ground. Does he know I’m keeping something from him? I wonder as I try to think of something to break the silence.

      “Do you think we’re missing anything at home?” I ask, but want to facepalm almost immediately. This is his home. “I mean, the human world?”

      He glances at me and shrugs.

      “I guess I have a hard time with the whole Faerie time-thing. How does being gone for several days or a week translate to our world?” I wince at my slip. Again. “To my world?” I amend. “It feels like Lindsey and Blake should have filed a missing person’s report by now since I was supposed to be back from Cassie’s lake house on Sunday.” I smirk up at him, trying to lighten the tension between us. It was, after all, he and his brother who came up with that brilliant plan. But he won’t even crack a smile. It’s a little disheartening. “It feels like we’ve missed at least a week of school by now. Maybe even your next game.”

      “Don’t worry about how much time has passed just yet, Aria,” he says, but he won’t look at me. “We haven’t been here long.”

      “Yeah, okay,” I say, but neither of us says anything else. We walk the rest of the way to the stables in silence. The only sounds are the birds chittering in the trees, the soft padding of our feet on the dirt path, and the gentle snorting of the water horses beside us.

      I see my raven perched near the stables in that same tree she was in when I last saw her. Even she remains quiet as we walk the horses into their stalls. Sterling provides clumps of seaweed for Madseok and Zebsar as a treat before latching their gates. We’re still quiet as we walk to the exit. Before stepping back into the sunshine, Sterling hesitates and then turns to me.

      “What you did,” he says, then pauses a breath. “With Madseok today was dangerous.” A hint of warning edges his tone.

      “I know,” I say. I have a strong feeling I shouldn’t mention the false memory/vision thing. It’s probably just the result of the loss of my own memories. It’s like my brain knows how much I enjoy riding Madseok and wrote a fake memory where Sterling and water horses were always in my life. Who knows, maybe it was like a life-flashing-before-my-eyes sort of thing, even though my life was never in danger. 

      But… didn’t we already talk about this? He and I? Still, it feels like we’re standing on tenuous ground.

      “This isn’t like your world where things are relatively safe. There are many creatures in Faerie who can hurt and deceive you.”

      That’s not entirely accurate. There are plenty of creatures and humans who are dangerous too, but I know what he means so I don’t contradict him. 

      “Sterling, I know.” I place a hand on his arm. Where is this coming from? Can he sense my deception? When I move my hand down his forearm to grab his hand, he jerks it away.

      “I think we should go back to your world.”

      My world. Of course he didn’t slip. I know it’s not his, but somehow it still smarts to hear it. And what’s worse is that the fears running through my thoughts about Sterling insisting on taking me home became true. He’s a Firetail. Just like his brother.

      “Because of what I did?” I ask, my voice catching as I point at the sea. 

      “Because Faerie is dangerous. And because the longer you stay, the more likely you are to make a mistake and accidentally reveal that you aren’t the queen. I don’t know what the repercussions will be if the fae found out you’re just a human.”

      Wait. This is about more than diving with cabbyll-ushteys.

      “I don’t know what’s going on or what you do when you’re not with me, but I can tell…” he trails off. 

      “You can tell… what? What’s this about, Sterling?” The instant the words leave my mouth, I know what this is about. He knows. On the surface he refers to carnivorous water creatures and bilokos, but he knows I’m lying to him about something. I think he assumes it has to do with whatever meetings I’ve attended lately, things that are going on with the royal courts, but he knows I’m not telling him everything. Although, what I’m actually keeping from him is completely different. I fold my arms to brace myself.

      “Well, I don’t know because you won’t tell me.”

      I hate this. I’ve never lied to him, but this—the fact that Queen Carys is back—is something I cannot tell him the truth about. “I—”

      “I know you can lie to me, since you’re human and don’t have the same binding a fae does, so I can’t even ask why you’re lying to me and trust you’ll give me the right answer.”

      “Sterling I—” My words catch in my throat. He’s never thrown that sort of accusation at me. He’s never had reason to throw that sort of accusation at me. “Why can’t you just trust me?” I ask instead, but I’m a hypocrite because I am lying to him. I open my mouth again to tell him about Carys. I want to tell him about her, but even that catches in my throat. He can’t know about her. No one can… at least not yet.

      “What’s happening with us?” he whispers, gazing at me with a glisten in his green eyes full of adoration and love that I don’t deserve. I’m a freaking mess, still dripping and looking like a drowned gryla, even though I still don’t know what that is. But I say nothing. I can’t say anything. “I feel a distance growing between us.”

      “But we’ve been spending so much time together!” I say. “How can you think there’s a distance between us?”

      He lets out a frustrated grunt and then spins and marches out of the stables. I follow, pulling for his arm again. He wrenches it away, breaking my grip again. 

      “Maybe we don’t make sense anymore,” he says under his breath.

      My heart breaks. My feet stop working.

      Sterling turns with a wretched smile on his face. I know him well enough to know it isn’t a hateful smile. It’s full of hurt.

      “If you feel like you can’t trust me, then maybe that’s for the best,” I say.

      “Maybe. You don’t lie to Tien. Maybe you should be with him.”

      Outside, I hear the kraa of my raven. It’s almost a jubilant cry, but when I exit to confront her about it, to take out my frustration and anger and hurt out on the bad timing of whatever excited her or caused her joy, she’s already flown away.
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      I walk with purpose down the hallways, my heavy boots clomping on the tiled floor. My pace and posture don’t reflect what’s on the inside, but it rarely does. The general said to gather my men and leave at once, but I can’t bring myself to assemble them until I’ve made sure she’ll be okay.

      She appeared stoic and very much like the actual high queen while meeting with Praefectus Hazelfalls. It took my breath for how much like her she seemed, but I know better. Aria is a much better actress than I’ve ever given her credit for. She was skilled the first time she was here, and she’s even better now. If I didn’t know the truth, I would have thought I was looking at Queen Carys herself.

      Sure, Sterling will be here with her, and there are no threats for another assassination attempt or an attack, but my brother isn’t trained to protect Aria if something happens. If I’m not here and… I shake my head. I can’t think about that. Not now.

      But I have to see her before I go. I have to see her as Aria and not a pretend queen before I’m away from the palace for a few days. I fear it’s futile. It’s doubtful I’ll find her in time.

      I suspect she’s in her rooms—well, Carys’s old rooms that have become so much more Aria’s rooms than they were ever the queen’s. That’s where she’ll be. But at this time of day, she won’t be alone. That familiar leprechaun maid, Hillbap, the one with the recent scar who used to work in the manor of that evil, sluagh of a fae, Beechriver, will surely be there.

      Or perhaps Aria snuck away to see her precious water horse. Or Sterling.

      When I pass by the gilded doors to the courtyard, the last place we were alone together where she begged me to allow her to stay, I foolishly look inside with the tiny hope that she’s there, and I can say goodbye.

      Afternoon sunlight spills into the hallway when the doors open. I march out into the brightness, squinting as my eyes adjust. The courtyard appears empty, but I step inside anyway and let the doors close behind me, allowing myself to sink into my expected disappointment for just a moment.

      A flash of movement restarts my hope. The flutter of green skirts—the same she wore at the meeting—flashes in my peripheral. I find Aria with her back turned toward me, her head bowed low over a rosebush near the far wall.

      My insides twist.

      Her golden hair, which was piled high in an elaborate arrangement at the meeting, is now hanging loosely around her shoulders and down her back.

      I walk with lighter feet, then I clear my throat when I am a few steps away.

      Aria turns, her eyes downturned as she hastily wipes her eyes and sniffs once. She looks different. Is the neckline of her green gown more square, or perhaps closer to her throat? Maybe it’s the embellishments? Or perhaps it’s the light of the sun that makes her bluebell colored eyes look brighter?

      “You look… different.”

      She sniffs again and wipes her eyes with the edge of her finger. I realize too late that she’s upset. It’s not her clothing that is different, but her demeanor. Her eyes are red-rimmed, and it looks like she’s been crying. What has made her distressed since I saw her less than an hour ago? 

      Aria blinks several times and straightens. “Different?”

      “Do you wish to be alone? I was on my way out,” I say, pointing at the exit. “I just wanted to say goodbye since my men and I won’t return from the Spring Court for several days.”

      Something crosses her face that looks like confusion, but it vanishes as soon as it appears. She merely looks weary. “Please stay a minute. I don’t want to be alone.”

      A sharp pain wedges itself between my ribs as a frown pulls at Aria’s lips. She turns to look back at her roses. I open my mouth to speak, but nothing comes out. Clamping it shut, I step forward, clutching my hands behind my back so tightly my fingers ache. I want to say something. Typically, I would just say what’s on my mind, but I can’t find the words.

      “I think Sterling and I just broke up,” she whispers to the rose she cups with one hand. Her voice is breaking. When I don’t respond, she turns to me, holding a leaf she stripped from the bush.

      “I am not familiar with the term.”

      Aria lifts her shoulders and then her eyes lower to the cobblestones beneath our feet as she fingers the leaf. “It just means we aren’t a couple anymore.” She lifts her shoulders again and then violently tears and tosses the pieces of the leaf. “But I don’t know! I’m not sure what happened, he just said ‘maybe we don’t work anymore’ or something.”

      Pointing at the closed door, then back at her, I know I didn’t pass my brother on my way in. Did I just miss him? “Was Sterling here?” 

      “No, he uh…” Aria frowns and places a hand on her temple. “I-It was outside and it uh… took me by surprise.”

      “I’m sure it was a misunderstanding,” I say, stepping closer to her. “There’s no way my brother would let someone as…” I clear my throat. “As…” But I can’t finish. Because adding as beautiful and kind as Aria Whisk get away, is saying too much. Still, I think and fear she hears it anyway.

      Her eyes lift to mine, glistening with welling tears. A hope that creates painful fissures and cracks through to my core. “As… what?”

      “He would just be a fool to let you go.” I curse my traitorous heart for making my voice catch. “D-did he give a reason?”

      Her blue eyes flit away again. “Just that he knows I’m keeping things from him.” Her lips lift into a smile as she lets out one laugh. “And that maybe I’m being a little too daring with Madseok these days.”

      “When have you had time to ride cabbyll-ushteys?”

      She shakes her head and shrugs. Then she walks down the path, fingering the roses without worry of catching a thorn.

      She’s likely out riding when she should be sleeping. Nights on The Sea of Neptulus could easily be described as a little too daring to be riding water horses.

      I follow her and place a hand on her shoulder. My hand burns where it touches her, but I ignore it. “You know you cannot tell Sterling everything that goes on with the courts. Carys knew that, and he accepted it. He shouldn’t expect you to spill information, even though you’re not her. Things will work out. This is just a silly fight. I’m sure Sterling will come around.”

      Aria stops walking and then turns around. I can’t deny what I see lighting her eyes even as she says, “I don’t think you’re right.”

      It’s hope. Her words don’t match the look of undeniable hope that brings a shimmer to her eyes and pulls at her lips.

      Foolish Tien. Pushing her back into my brother’s arms. But I can’t bear to see her look so devastatingly miserable. Foolish. Foolish Tien! Surely this will all be in the past when I return, and the two of them will be back in one another’s arms. I twist my feet, turning to leave.

      “What would happen if Carys, if Queen Carys, came back?” Aria asks, stopping my movement.

      If the queen comes back? The turn of the conversation surprises me, but I’m grateful for a safer topic.

      “I don’t think she will,” I say. I cannot lie, it’s my genuine belief. It’s also selfishly part of my hope. If the high queen came back, I’d have no reason to call on Aria.

      “But what if she did? Hypothetically?” Aria crosses her arms. “What would happen?”

      “Then she would take over, of course, and we wouldn’t need you… of course.” I have to admit, if the queen returned, the threat of assassination or a possible coup would be gone from Aria altogether. She’d be safe. Even if that meant she stayed in the human world, and I never saw her again. “You could go home and stay there without worrying about the next time I came to call you back.”

      Aria sniffs and nods. “That’s what I thought. Um… I’m gonna go lay down for a while before Praefectus Threesun arrives. I’ll talk to you later?”

      “Of course,” I say and wish I didn’t have to go so soon. Gnex Threesun is an insufferable imp, part of the Winter Court. He can be boorish and cruel sometimes, and she won’t have me by her side this time because I have to go.

      Aria rushes out of the courtyard, but I can’t bring myself to leave just yet. Something feels off, like I’ve forgotten something. I mull over our conversation as I lift my fingers to feel the smooth petals of the nearest forever bloom.

      She was distressed again at the end of our conversation. What was she upset about? The look crossed her beautiful features right after I told her she could go home and never come back. I truly believe Queen Carys is lost to us wherever she is. I told Aria I thought so, but does the thought of leaving Faerie and never coming back bother her? Does it fill her with grief? Does the thought of possibly never seeing me again make her feel that way? I admit our first introductions and my mistake in kidnapping her gave her plenty of cause to dislike or even hate me, but I think she’s forgiven me since then. I think she’s learned to trust me since then. I think…

      She denied that we ever kissed, or rather skirted the question, but that was before whatever fight happened between her and Sterling. If things really are ruined between the two of them…

      I forgot to say goodbye. Once I realize it, I’m already halfway to the doors. Throwing them open, I rush toward the staircase leading up and take them two at a time. At the third landing, I nearly bowl her over. She crashes into my chest as she’s coming back down.

      Gripping her with both hands, I see that I’ve surprised her. But what was she doing coming the other direction? Was she coming back to me?

      “Captain Firetail,” she says, looking around as a maid passes with a tray of food. “Where are you going in such a hurry?”

      I release her and step back until the maid is out of view. “I realized I forgot to say goodbye.”

      She clasps her hands in front of her. Her eyes don’t shine as much in the lower light of the hallway. Her dress looks a shade darker again, the way it looked in the meeting with Malarue. “Yes, I hope you have a safe journey, Tien.” 

      I look back and forth between her eyes, searching for the thing I saw in them just a moment ago. For the thing I see in them far, far too often. Or perhaps I only imagine it. “Have I told you how brilliantly you’re doing?” I whisper. Praising her in this moment wasn’t the plan. But I can’t help myself. “I know my going to Spring, to appease Queen Mia, isn’t exactly what you wanted since you wanted to go yourself, but I must admit it is wise to keep the royals happy. I will do what I can to assist both sides.”

      “Praise, Captain?” she teases. “Are you saying that I’m doing a good job being queen?”

      “I am,” I say. “You are doing beautifully. You are doing just as Queen Carys would do.”

      One corner of her mouth lifts. “Glad to hear it. Glad to hear you approve of my actions.”

      “Will you be alright in my absence?”

      She nods and then waves a hand. “Sterling is still here.”

      “I know, but Sterling cannot accompany you or instruct you in the ways of the court.” I stiffen. “Perhaps you should cancel the rest of your engagements until I return.”

      “Tien,” she says, placing a hand on the edge of my sleeve. “I’ll be fine. The general is here, he c-can prompt me in what to say.”

      “Yes, of course,” I say, shaking my head. “What was I thinking, of course you’ll be fine. You’ve become so adept at being her.”

      A brief flash of frustration flutters over her features but smooths until she beams. Perhaps she’s proud at how far she’s come? She should be.

      She opens her mouth to excuse herself, but I interrupt. “You said you wanted to lie down. Could I… may I escort you to your room?”

      Without a word, she takes the crook of my elbow, and we walk several paces in silence. The feel of her arm linked with mine brings up the memory of that day in the hallway. And again, of her denial of it on the beach. 

      But did she deny it? What were her words? You know I’m with Sterling, she had said. I wouldn’t…

      Not a denial. That mixed with the look on her face in the courtyard when I said she’d never have to return if Carys were here blossoms a foolish hope in my chest. If she and Sterling are truly over… I stop and turn her toward me and then glance down the hallway to ensure we are alone. 

      “Aria, I want to ask you a question, and I don’t want you to skirt around it this time.”

      “Okay,” she says.

      My pulse becomes violent. “That day in the hallway, when we kissed…”

      A ghost of a smile appears on her lips before her eyes turn downward.

      I lift her chin upward. “I know there’s something between us. And although I don’t know what your thoughts are about my brother now, I—”

      She cuts my words by lifting up on her toes, pressing her lips to mine. The kiss is gentle at first, but when I reach up to finger the stray lock of hair that’s come down from her pins—which are as soft as I remember—she hooks both arms up and around me, splaying her fingers at the base of my neck with one hand and twining them through my hair with the other. I deepen the kiss, then reach around her waist, pulling her toward me until our bodies press together.

      She pushes away in an instant, breaking us apart like the leaf she tore in the courtyard, until we are severed. Then, looking up at me with pinked lips, she touches a hand to them, and the smile returns. “I promise I’ll be okay while you’re gone.”

      I watch her walk the rest of the way to her rooms until she reaches them, glances at me once, and then disappears through the door.
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      I push a stray dark hair away from the cute little girl’s face as she smiles up at me. Sage, one of Carys’s youngest sisters, still has some breakfast on her face. I grab her napkin to wipe it from the edges of her mouth.

      “When can we go back to Stardale?” she asks.

      “I wanna go to Stardale too,” Ophi, Sage’s twin, says, clapping her hands. She is on my other side. I turn to finger comb her shorter dark hair away from her identical-to-Sage’s green face.

      I want to ask what’s in Stardale, but it’s something their actual sister would know. Their sister, who is back, returned from the clutches of the Winter Queen and is in this very palace but opted to sleep in instead of attending this family breakfast. She should be here, not me. 

      “They forced us to stay home when you disappeared,” Celeste says. She sits across from me, her breakfast already cleared. I can’t help but compare the grandeur of this simple breakfast with the royal family to my typical breakfast of eating sugary cold cereal in my pajamas at the King’s while my foster brother chucks Cocoa Puffs at me when I’m not looking. I compartmentalize well most of the time, but it’s still strange to think about.

      “Well, I’m here now,” I say.

      I want to promise a trip to Stardale, wherever that is, but I should talk with Carys first. Since there are two of us, I could take them to Stardale while Carys remains here. But if certain fae, and certain Firetail brothers, see us in two places at once, our cover could be blown. The news of Carys’s return—and my fraud—would get around quick.

      “We’ll plan a trip soon, Sage and Ophi,” Piz says. Then he stands from his seat at the head of the table. The place of honor was supposed to be mine, but when the twins asked to be seated on either side of me, I couldn’t refuse. So as the oldest Elmwhisk male, Prince Piz took the seat. I hope it’s what Carys would have done. 

      Speaking of, I want to talk to her before her first appointment, so I stand to excuse myself. 

      Rio frowns up at me the instant I do. “Do you have to go?”

      “Yes, I must get ready for the day,” I say as Rio hops up and wraps both arms around my waist. I pat his head and tilt it up to look at me as I push the dark hair away that always hangs in his eyes. “But this was lovely. We need to do it more often.”

      “Every breakfast!” Sage says, and I can’t help but smile.

      “I’ll see what I can do.” I wink at her, then say my goodbyes and head back to my rooms.

      A certain guy, with certain hero hair, leans against the wall when I exit the dining room, causing my stomach to do a little flip as my thoughts turn back to the last time we saw each other. He straightens and wrings his hands together, offering me an anxious smile.

      “Could we talk?” he asks. I’m grateful Carys wanted to sleep in this morning. If she’d come, it would be her having this conversation with Sterling, not me.

      I inhale. “Yes, please. But I only have a minute.” I have to fill Carys in on what happened at breakfast before she goes about her duties. “I have to get ready.”

      He won’t meet my eyes and continues to wring his hands. “I didn’t mean what I said.”

      My heart lightens.

      Sterling glances up, then he tilts his head to the side and looks down again. “I don’t want to end things. I mean—”

      “Me neither.” I blurt out.

      He looks at me, locking eyes, but there’s no trace of a smile. “So, we’re…”

      I reach forward to grip his hand and squeeze it gently. “We’re okay,” I whisper. Then I reach up on my tiptoes and kiss him on the cheek. “Can I meet you this afternoon? We can talk more.”

      He smiles. “This afternoon.”

      When I leave him, what feels like a huge weight lifts from my shoulders. I have to stop myself from skipping back to the my rooms. But I force my heart and my thoughts to come back to Faerie. I can’t have a smile plastered on my face when I see Carys. We haven’t discussed it much, but if she still has feelings for Sterling, I don’t want to hurt her. 

      “I think we should tell the maid about us,” Carys says the moment I walk in. She sits at the vanity, putting on a dark red lipstick, which seems odd to me because her hair hangs down her back in tangles and she wears a violet silk robe. She hasn’t bothered getting dressed or brushing her hair, but lipstick was a must.

      “Is she coming soon?” I ask, locking the door. 

      “I sent her away when she knocked. It would be best if we’re together when we tell her. But if you’re going to be out and about, we should at least attempt to look the same.” Carys holds out the tube of lipstick she just used. 

      It’s not my style, but she’s right. Tien noticed something was different about me when he found me in the courtyard. My hair was clean of sea water and dry, but I hadn’t bothered to put it up. I take the tube from Carys’s fingers and lean over next to her in the mirror to apply it to my own lips.

      “It would be more efficient to have two or more maids in the know,” Carys continues, standing and walking around the room. “But we’ll have to do with one. The less who know, the less likely we are to be found out. What do you think, do you trust the leprechaun? I don’t know her. Or should we send her away and ask for another one?”

      “Leprechaun?”

      “Yes, the small one,” she says, holding a hand flat near her waist to indicate height. “The one with the scar? With white hair?”

      “Hillbap?” I didn’t know she was a leprechaun. With her height, I suppose it makes sense. 

      “Yes, her. Do you trust her?”

      I shrug. “I haven’t known her long. She’s only recently helped me.”

      Carys folds her arms and then snaps her fingers. “What about…” Snap. Snap. Snap. She looks at me. “The spring fae with green hair? The one whose skin looks like aspen bark?”

      “M-Maeve?” I choke out, slumping into the chair Carys just vacated.

      “Yes!” Carys points. “Where is she?”

      My throat tightens, and I blink several times to push away any threatening tears. “She uh… was killed in the attack.”

      Carys deflates but doesn’t say more about Maeve. “Well, if you don’t know this Hillbap well, I wonder if we dare keep her.”

      “I think we can trust her,” I say, remembering about how the fae spilled her guts to me about the awful praefectus and how she sacrificed herself to save her sister. I would hold nothing over her, but if she felt as if she could trust me to tell me her story, I think we can trust her too. Besides, if we sent her away, she might end up in another horrible house. “We should keep her and tell her.”

      “Good. We should have Hillbap arrange our hair the same and ensure we’re wearing at least the same color of dress.”

      “I agree. I think Tien almost suspected something yesterday.”

      “What do you mean? You are keeping yourself scarce, aren’t you? You know my schedule, which appointments I have?” 

      “Yes, I am,” I say, but I don’t intend to mention my ride with Sterling yesterday. If she knew I snuck out with him to ride the water horses, she might forbid me from doing it. “I was in the courtyard, after your meeting with the Autumn Court praefectus. I knew you were in here, and he found me.” I think he wanted to say goodbye, but I rushed out before he could. “Anyway, I knew you wore green, so I made sure I was too, but he said I looked different. It’s probably because my hair was down. I’m surprised he noticed a difference at all. So, I agree, we should make sure we look similar enough so no one will notice.”

      Carys relaxes, then she motions with her hand for me to follow her to the small sitting room. “Come. Tell me about breakfast. Then we’ll call Hillbap to come ready us both.” 

      We sink into the plush chairs in the no-longer-hidden sitting/hobby/music room, and I tell her about the conversation at breakfast. If she sees any of her siblings and they mention something, she’ll know what they’re talking about.

      We’ve settled into this routine, Carys giving me Cliffs Notes of all of her meetings and what they discussed in case I’m cornered by anyone, and I tell her about any conversations I had that she might need to know about.

      I don’t tell her about my conversations with Sterling, but as long as I’m the only one who has time to spend with him, I don’t see why I need to share everything.

      “Oh, and Sage and a few of the others want to go to Stardale again,” I say. 

      “Stardale…” she says wistfully.

      “Where is Stardale?” I ask, trying to dismiss the envy I feel at her reaction. I knew the place had a special memory for the Elmwhisk family when they spoke about it at breakfast. It doesn’t surprise me it’s special to Carys too, but it makes me wish I had a memory—any memory—that made me pause and revel at the mention.

       She turns to me. “It’s in North Raven. It used to be the Raven Court capital before we moved it here. Stardale is a beautiful city located in Summer, so the weather is always warm.”

      “Why did you move the capital here?”

      Carys shrugs. “It was too hot? I think? Our grandfather moved the capital here when our father was young.”

      “Well, you should visit. Your brothers and sisters have been cooped up here since you went missing. They want to get out.”

      “We’ll see,” she says, but I can tell she doesn’t mean it.

      “You should find the time to take them.” My voice is firm.

      Carys’s eyes snap to mine. I think she’s about to scold me or order me out of her presence, but she merely smiles. I swear there’s a hint of something else behind it, although I don’t know what it is. “Was that a command?”

      “No.” I sigh and think about my foster family. I love them, they’re great, but I don’t have a plethora of memories with them. I feel myself folding inward, wanting to retreat into myself. It only lasts for a moment before Sterling’s words poke at me again. Stop pushing people away. He said I should let people in, and although I’ve known my human friends, Cassie and Holly, a lot longer than I’ve known Carys, she feels like a better person to open up to. I take a breath. “You’re just so lucky to have siblings, and so many of them! I only have Ian, and although he’s great and all, he’s not really my brother.”

      Carys studies me, her features softening, so I keep going.

      “I’ve only known my foster parents and my foster brother for about seven months. I can only imagine what it would be like to have a family I knew my entire life. But the Kings—Lindsey and Blake—plan to adopt me soon. So at least I’ll have them as a family for the rest of my life.”

      “I’m happy for you,” she says, but I can see this conversation has made her uncomfortable. I can tell she doesn’t know what to say or how to respond. Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to open up.

      “Tell me about your parents,” I say, turning the topic to her. “I know they’re both gone too, but you must remember at least your father? The king?”

      “Yes, my mother died a long time ago,” Carys says to her folded hands resting in her lap. “I don’t remember her much, but I remember she always smelled like forever-blooms.”

      I don’t remember my mother, but I feel like my mother would smell like my favorite flowers too. It’s absurd since my mother was human and never saw a forever bloom rose in her entire life, but it’s a pleasant fantasy.

      “My father was a great king,” Carys continues and stands to look at the single painting on the wall. “He had a great heart who only wanted what was best for the star fae.”

      “I know you lost him recently.”

      She turns back to me and nods. “His death was suspicious. I was about to order Captain Firetail to look into it after my coronation, but I miscalculated and was taken.”

      It seems like a strange thing to wait for, looking into the death of the king, but I don’t comment. “What was he like when he wasn’t being king?”

      A smile lights her face. “He loved playing games. He taught me everything I know, how to be a judicious and wise leader. He loved to paint,” she says, gesturing at the painting on the wall.

      I rise to see it better and point. “Did he—” But even I can tell it’s very amateur. I’m no artist, but it looks about my level and what I would paint if brushes and a canvas were thrust upon me. All boxy shapes and hard lines. It looks like he tried to paint perspective, but from what little I know about art, it’s like a poor attempt at Picasso trying to be Van Gogh. I have to reach for a compliment. “The colors are nice,” I say and try to don an impressed face, but Carys sees through it and laughs. 

      “He wasn’t a talented painter. He had little time to practice, but he liked to do it.”

      “I think I would have liked to meet him.”

      “You would have,” she agrees. “Even though he had thirt—twelve children, he made time for all of us. He was a wonderful father.” 

      I don’t miss the slip. She nearly said thirteen children but corrected herself. I want to ask who was the sibling she lost, but when her face crumples and she holds a hand to her mouth as she begins to cry, I keep quiet. Carys has already endured so much grief over losing her father—who sounds like a wonderful father despite also having an entire realm to rule—I don’t want to cause her more pain.

      I need to think of another subject change. “H-How did you escape the Winter Court?”

      I want to clap a hand to my forehead. Yeah, great subject change, Aria. Let’s move from one painful subject to a traumatic one. Bravo.

      But it seems to do the trick because she composes herself and wipes the tears from her eyes. She also straightens and a glint of mischievousness pulls her lips upward. “You want to know how I escaped?”
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      “Did I mention Queen Silver is excellent with her glamour?” Carys asks. “How she could make me think I was hallucinating, seeing things that weren’t really there?”

      I shiver, remembering her descriptions of the Winter Court dungeon. All icy and terrifying and painful because of the iron bars. “Yes, you did.”

      “I think she’s become so arrogant in her powers that she became lax in her actual security.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, there were guards watching me day and night, obviously. Mostly werewolves and dark elves, but there was one ankou who was always standing guard in the middle of the night.”

      “Ankou?” I’m sure the movie versions aren’t exactly the same here in Faerie, especially since there are so many variations in cinema from Teen Wolf, to A Werewolf in Paris, and The Lord of the Rings to Marvel, but I can imagine werewolves and dark elves. I’ve never even heard of an ankou, let alone have reference to imagine one.

      Carys gestures with her hands near her head. “Yes, they wear dark cloaks with hoods, they watch over graveyards and are said to ferry the dead to the other side?”

      I frown. 

      “They carry one of those curved blades the humans use to harvest grain?”

      “A scythe?”

      She points. “Yes, one of those.”

      I conjure the image in my head, putting the pieces together. “Like… a grim reaper?”

      “Sure. Often, I couldn’t sleep, and so I’d watch the guards, foolishly keeping track of their schedules.”

      “Why was it foolish?”

      Carys’s eyes widen. “Because I quickly learned that the ankou wasn’t real. He was a glamour, there to trick me into thinking I was being guarded day and night. It was foolish to keep track of their schedules when I wasn’t actually being guarded when the ankou was there.”

      “Were the other guards real?”

      “They had to be, especially the ones who brought me meals.”

      “But I thought you were in a locked cell? With iron. Even if you weren’t actually being guarded, how did you get away?”

      “By biding my time,” she says, sitting straighter. “By waiting for someone to make a mistake.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The guard wasn’t the only glamour the Winter Queen used. Half of her dungeon wasn’t actually real. I would request to see the queen every few days, turning it into a habit. When I was escorted back one day, I tricked the guards into putting me in the wrong cell. One of the fake cells. Then, when night fell and the glamoured guard was on duty, I slipped out.”

      It feels like she isn’t telling me the entire story, but whatever she did, it worked. She’s out of the clutches of Queen Silver and back in her own court, after all.

      “Now, we’d better call for Hillbap and swear her to secrecy. I have a full schedule, and we both need to get ready.”

      I nod, then rise and follow her from the room, filing away that little tidbit about Winter Queen magic and the chinks in her glamour, just in case I need it someday.
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        * * *

      

      With Carys occupied by more appointments, I search for Sterling. Seeing him this morning gives me hope that we can patch things up and that what Tien said was right. That maybe our breakup was just a misunderstanding and Sterling wouldn’t give up on us so easily. After all, he sought me out to tell me he didn’t mean what he said. He doesn’t want to end things.

      But Sterling isn’t in the stables. The other groom, Canyon, says he went into town for a doctor about a sick horse. Not a cabbyll-ushtey, just a regular horse. I’m relieved to learn Madseok and Zebsar are okay and even go in to say hello to my… or rather, High Queen Carys’s water horse. It’s a wonder she hasn’t begged me to fill in for her yet so she can have a ride. Even after that strange vision-thing, I’m itching to get back on the water myself.

      I wonder if I should tell her I’ve been keeping Madseok company in her absence, or if that would make her mad. She seemed to take my dating Sterling in stride, but would she react similarly about her water horse? I have no idea.

      I don’t want another scolding, or another reason for Sterling to be mad by taking Madseok out while I wait, so instead, I walk the palace grounds in areas I won’t be bothered.

      There’s a pretty garden on the east side, the inland side, I’ve never ventured into. Pretending to be the queen the first time kept me too busy to wander much. Whenever I did have a free moment, it was spent riding cabbyll-ushteys and traipsing around the country evading a fae captain and saving a mermaid from star fae in the Summer Court. I have more free time with Carys returned, but I also need to keep myself scarce. Lately, I’ve filled most of my time… at sea.

      The garden isn’t like a human castle garden with neat rows of various flowers and hedges. It’s not even like the courtyard with the forever bloom rose bushes neatly trimmed and shaped. When I enter and begin walking along the winding path, my steps are slow as I take it all in. Small purple flowers grow in small clumps next to long, yellow grass which overtakes part of the path. Wildflowers sprout in a chaotic pattern, which isn’t a pattern. Greens and reds and oranges are interspersed, as if the gardener took a handful of seeds, mixed them all together, then tossed them into the air. It has the feel of organized chaos. It looks as if a painter, after painting neat flowers and ferns, took a sponge and blurred everything.

      It’s beautiful.

      My raven appears before long but keeps her distance. Smart bird. The last time she was around she sounded almost happy that Sterling and I were having a fight. I still don’t know if she’s the lackey of the Winter Queen, so I ignore her as I stroll along the garden path and inhale the bitter scents of the different flowers. I’m no gardener so I can’t name any of them, but I enjoy the moment of quiet with only the sounds of a few birds—not ravens—chittering in the trees outside the garden.

      “Carys?”

      Finally used to responding to her name, I turn to greet Carys’s brother, Quin.

      He’s the next youngest after Piz. Honestly, he only looks a few years younger than me, but fae years are much different since they age slower than humans, so he’s probably like fifty or something.

      “Hi, Quin.” I wait for him. 

      He jogs to catch up, the breeze picking up the blonde hair at his forehead. It’s the same color as mine—as Carys’s. By the furrow between his brows, it looks like something is wrong. “Why didn’t you answer the twins when they asked you about going to Stardale?”

      “About taking a trip?”

      He nods and clasps both hands behind him. So formal. “I know you have a lot to do now that you’re back, and we could probably go without you, but we want you to come too. Could you consider us all going together? As a family?”

      Again, this is a conversation Carys should be involved with herself. Her brothers and sisters have missed her. Perhaps she could carve out some time and go secretly while I stay at the palace and act as her in case anything happens. I’ll have to talk to the queen.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” I say truthfully, reaching out to grip his forearm.

      He smiles. “Thank you, Carys.”

      Quin walks with me as we slowly wind through the wild garden. I pepper him with questions about him and what he has been up to since his sister disappeared. I’m surprised to learn he enjoys watching human sports and sometimes hides his pointed ears so he can sneak away to sit in freezing stadiums. He even has one of those backed chairs that attaches to bleachers, so he doesn’t have to sit on the metal. The bleachers are made out of aluminum, not iron, so touching it is merely uncomfortable and not deadly, but Quin would rather be comfortable.

      Before long, more of the queen’s siblings, Atlas, Leo—who is just a younger version of Quin—and their sister Lyra find us and meander through the garden with us. It’s a pleasant way to pass the time. Before I know it, the sun has nearly set, and I realize my promise to meet Sterling this afternoon is nearly past.

      Without seeming too much in a hurry, I walk with the Elmwhisk children back to the palace.

      “I’ll see you all later,” I say, pausing to watch them through the doors.

      “Aren’t you coming?” Quin asks. The others also pause on the steps to hear my answer.

      I look at each one of them in the face with a smile I think a sister would give. “I need to… take care of something.”

      “Would you like some company?” Quin steps down. He doesn’t want our family time to end. 

      I don’t either, but I also don’t want an audience, whether my conversation with Sterling is good or ends badly. So, I tell them the truth, “I promised to find Sterling this afternoon. He and I need to talk.”

      “Ooh! About what?” Lyra sings, but Atlas shoots her a glare.

      I just smile and wave my hand to gesture that they go inside.

      A knowing smile comes from Quin before he turns again. Lyra giggles and then tugs Leo up the stairs. It’s no secret that their sister is romantically entangled with the head groom. I wonder if that will pose problems for the real Carys at some point.

      But I don’t let it bother me as I walk the darkening path toward the stables. I hope Sterling is there this time. Otherwise, I have no way to contact him. In my world, I’d just text him. Here, I have to guess where he is, and my promise to speak to him this afternoon was a bit broad. I hope he hasn’t been waiting all afternoon. 

      I’ve never thought about bringing our phones, but they would be helpful. Although, we’d have the same issue as a hairdryer. No outlets. And even if we could get by on portable chargers, I doubt there’s cell service in Faerie.

      Scratch that.

      I push the doors to the stable open, hearing the hinges creek with a loud whine. Before I’m even a step inside, a firm hand encircles my wrist and yanks me forward until I crash into a tight embrace. Before I can cry out, warm lips press against mine.

      I relax and kiss him back.

      “So, what do you think?” Sterling whispers when we part. He gently tucks a loose piece of my hair behind my ear. “Should we go for a ride?”

      I nuzzle into his neck, smelling the salt on his skin. “You’ve already been out today.”

      “Yes, but not with you.”

      “I think we should talk first. Make things right.”

      “I’m sorry for what I said,” he says without skipping a beat. “I told you that this morning, and I thought after…”

      “After what?”

      He kisses me again, as if it’s the answer to everything.

      “I know you want me to tell you things, but I can’t tell you everything,” I say, thinking about my conversation with Tien in the courtyard. Of course, I’m talking about Carys too, but Tien said Sterling understood when Carys couldn’t tell him everything before and how he accepted it. Since I’m pretending to be Carys—as far as he knows—I shouldn’t be expected to tell Sterling everything either.

      “I know.” Sterling says, pulling me closer into a tight hug. “I knew that when I said it too, it just feels different because it’s you.”

      “Me?”

      “Yes, you Aria Whisk,” he leans down, pulling my gaze to his as he speaks. “My human girlfriend who isn’t actually the queen.”

      I nod, but he shakes his head as if what he said wasn’t correct.

      “Actually, it’s more than that,” he says, staring off. “Not because you’re my girlfriend.” He frowns. “Because you’re my best friend?” It comes out like a question, and his green eyes flit back to mine.

      “Isn’t that kinda the same thing in our situation?” I guess it should have been obvious, but I realize he’s my best friend too.

      He shrugs. Then he pulls away and lifts a hand to his head, running his fingers through his hair. It’s uncharacteristic of him. “I suppose it just seemed that things would be different.” Sterling’s eyes widen. “I don’t even know what I’m saying.”

      I laugh to break the tension and reach forward to gently grip his fingers. 

      He smiles down at me and drops his other hand to take my other one. “Honestly, it could have just been that you scared the crap out of me with that stunt you pulled with Madseok.”

      Another laugh bursts from my lips. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard Sterling Firetail say ‘scared the crap’ about anything.”

      He rolls his eyes. “It’s true though.” Sterling’s smile falls. “It was terrifying seeing you go under like that.”

      I squeeze both hands and will him to look at me. “I’m sorry I scared you. But I’m okay.” Even though that vision thing still nags at me, I don’t feel like telling him about it. “I trust Madseok.”

      “I know,” he says, pulling me forward to kiss me again.

      He deepens the kiss, and I let him, grateful to have my Sterling back and that we’re okay. When he said he wanted to end things, that scared the crap out of me. I’m glad our fight was short lived.

      Sterling lifts one of his hands to my chin. Then he breaks the kiss, pulling back a few inches with a dazzling smile.

      “I’m going to hate myself for asking, but do you want to go for a ride? Or do more of what we were just doing?” His tone is suggestive enough that the wagging of his eyebrows is a bit overkill. I have to cover my mouth with a hand so I don’t hurt his feelings with a laugh.

      I wipe the smile from my face when I remove my hand and clear my throat. “More kissing?”

      “Well… yes, but more of what we were doing… you know… earlier?” Sterling wraps both arms around my middle and yanks me closer, then dips his head down to run his nose along my collarbone. When he kisses the hollow of my throat, he says with a low, throaty voice. “More of this…” Then he trails kisses along my jawbone until his lips meet my mouth again. Slowly, he backs me against the stable wall, breaking apart only long enough to say, “more of this?”

      I realize he’s ready for a full on makeout session and is implying that it’s something we’ve done before. 

      But we haven’t. Ever.

      That sort of affection has always just been short, mostly chaste kisses.

      So, the thing he’s suggesting, the thing he wants more of, is something he wasn’t actually doing with me.

      Which means…
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      I break away, putting distance between us. 

      “What’s wrong?” Sterling asks.

      Carys has been with Sterling recently. And not just to chat. They’ve been kissing. Making out. Possibly doing more than that. From my boyfriend’s enthusiasm that we should keep going and get back to whatever hot and heavy thing we were doing before, I know it had to be way more than an innocent, simple kiss.

      “I uh…” I shake my head and attempt a smile. “Um… could you excuse me a minute?” I point at the doors. “I think I forgot something.”

      Sterling’s eyebrows twitch into a frown, but the smile doesn’t leave his lips. “You just said that before you left.”

      “Right,” I say, backing away and lifting a half smile and shooting him an apologetic look. “I’ll be back, I promise. I want to ride.”

      Something like disappointment crosses his expression, but he nods, and I turn to rush out the door.

      Living in a palace has its perks, sure. For instance, at Lindsey and Blake’s house, there isn’t room for a massive courtyard with rose bushes, or secret rooms leading from my bedroom into a sitting/hobby/music room, or a personal dining room. There are no long corridors lined with busts of past occupants and ornate rugs that seem to stretch on forever.

      But if I were at home, on the back patio or even halfway down the block several houses away, it wouldn’t take this long to barge through the front door, march up the steps and confront the girl sitting on my bed about kissing my boyfriend.

      As it is, by the time I reach the suite Queen Carys and I share, I’m not sure where my emotions are anymore. The trek took so long, it took away some of my steam, and I can’t pull out the emotion I felt when I realized what Carys had done.

      “Hello Aria,” she says when I enter, barely looking up from the paper she holds. She lounges on one of those couch-bench things. I think they’re called settees or something. A stack of papers rests in her lap. “I didn’t expect you until later.” She gives me a knowing smile over the top of her paper.

      “Yeah, I’m not staying,” I say, folding my arms. When I first left the stable, I was all ready to barge in here and confront her about kissing my boyfriend, but as I walked, and walked, and walked, I remembered that even though we have identical faces, Carys is still the queen. We might have an easy camaraderie like friends, or sisters even, but who am I to tell her what she can and can’t do? Even if I hate what she’s doing?

      When I don’t say more, Carys lowers the paper into her lap. “What’s wrong?”

      I can’t look at her. Instead, I walk down to the reverse platform, trying to find the words but mostly just stomp around in my silent tantrum. 

      “Aria, what is it?” she asks. She rises from her seat and walks toward me.

      When she grips my shoulders, willing me to look at her, my fear about her being the high queen vanishes, and I just see my friend. 

      My friend who kissed my boyfriend.

      “You kissed Sterling.”

      The corner of her mouth twitches, but the expression is otherwise the same. “He thought I was you.”

      “But you kissed him.”

      “Look, I ran into him and we talked.” She releases me and paces, gesturing with her hands. “One thing lead to another…” She stops and turns to me. “If I stopped, he might have suspected something. But I assure you, he thought I was you.”

      I feel my resolve begin to crack, but the question I’ve wondered since the moment she returned flies from my mouth. “Are you still in love with him?”

      “It doesn’t matter how I feel.” She turns away again and walks back to the settee thing. Back to her papers. “He’s with you, and I’ve accepted that.”

      I don’t know why I bothered coming all the way up here. Whether she sought him out or not, Sterling thought she was me. And if Sterling initiated something, he might get suspicious if she said she didn’t want to kiss him. It was sneaky of her, and I still think she might be in love with him, but it doesn’t bother me as much as I thought it would.

      Shouldn’t it though?

      Maybe the long hike up here really did take away my anger, or hurt, or whatever I thought I felt when I found out.

      Now, I’m not sure how I feel at all.

      I turn to go.

      “Leaving again?” she asks.

      “Sterling wants to go out for a ride.” I turn back. “With the cabbyll-ushteys.”

      She nods, and I realize she hasn’t had any time with Madseok since I’ve been back. I’ve been hogging him all this time. I don’t want to offer, but she’s the queen. Madseok belongs to her. “Do you want to go instead? I-I told Sterling I’d be back in a minute.”

      Please don’t say yes.

      Carys waves a hand without looking at me. “You go. I have to finish looking over these missives.”

      Thank Vejo.

      I excuse myself before she can change her mind. It doesn’t surprise me that she refused, but I am surprised the idea of riding tonight didn’t tempt her more. That’s fine by me. I don’t think I’d ever pass up an opportunity to ride Madseok and spend more time with Sterling.
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        * * *

      

      Sterling and I ride along the beach trail on the southern tip of Terpsichore Island. I’m grateful things are better between us.

      “How are you feeling about… everything?” Sterling asks.

      I push back a huge leaf for Madseok and I to duck under. The trail is narrow with the sea only a few feet away on our right. The press of thick jungle is on our left. It’s like walking a tightrope keeping Madseok’s hooves from touching the surf and igniting the change back to his water horse form. Sterling wanted to show me this part of the island without our cabbyll-ushteys itching to get back on the waves. Seeing this part of Faerie has been a treat. Will ó the wisps illuminate parts of the forest, hovering and dancing along branches and under foliage. 

      A pixie with pink cotton-candy hair breezes past and then darts quickly upward when she gets too close to Madseok and disappears back into the dense trees.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, you were so set on making a difference and changing things for the better and now you’ve been pushed out of all of it.”

      Pushed out is a strange way to put it. Is he implying that he knows Carys is back and has taken over everything? Does he know about the meetings? Has he figured out that while he’s out riding water horses with me, important appointments and meetings are still happening behind closed doors in the Raven Palace—with the High Queen in attendance—and he has finally put the two together?

      And if so, does he know he kissed her thinking she was me?

      Before I can ask the question, or wonder about his thoughts of kissing Carys, he continues. “You were so excited about the tour and visiting the different courts to make changes. I admit I was proud to imagine my badass human girlfriend out there chiding the star fae and insisting they treat the full fae better.”

      I can’t help but smile at his word usage and praise but inhale a shaky breath at the next look he gives me. How can I live up to that girl he’s talking about even if that’s the girl I was when I first arrived in Faerie?

      “But then my brother squashed your plans,” he continues. “You seem to be fine spending all of your time with me, but I can’t help but wonder if you begrudge that?”

      “What else can I do?” I ask. “I’m not the queen. I have no power. I just look like her. I can’t do anything, not really.” It’s true, but although I’ve tried to push it into the far recesses of my mind, it does bother me. Carys has not said a whole lot, but she has implied that she intends to fix things back to the way they were. Who knows what she said to the courts to retract what I said at the summit, but I know it happened.

      Our horses step slow, and I feel the rippled tension in Madseok’s muscles beneath me. He wants to get back to the water. Sterling stops Zebsar from walking, allowing us to catch up until we ride side by side. I reach down to calm Madseok with a pat to avoid Sterling’s disappointed expression.

      “It seems to me that you’ve given up,” he says.

       “I haven’t given up. I’m just trying to be smarter about this.” I want to tell the truth without revealing the entire truth. “You saw what happened when I acted impulsively and ran off to the Summer Court. It set off the domino effect of getting the Raven Palace attacked and getting people—er… fae killed.” A hard lump forms in my throat creating a tightness that aches as I’m once again reminded of all my mistakes. Of losing Maeve.

      What would have happened if I had listened to Tien and stayed put when I told him I wanted to save that mermaid? Would Maeve still be here? Would the others—and I know there were others who were killed—would they still be here? 

      If we had not gone to Summer and I had not spoken with King Aeden about peace talks and gathering the courts, we would not have seen three winter fae on our way back, and would not have agreed to let them into the Raven Court, and foolishly allowed them to walk about to do whatever they wanted. And. And. And.

      “I made a promise,” I say. “I told Tien I would do as he asked and that I would do what was right for the Raven Court. The last time I didn’t listen to him, bad things happened.”

       Sterling leans closer and tilts his head downward to speak at a lower volume, even though there’s no one around to eavesdrop. “What happened was horrible. And I know you made that promise, but that wasn’t the attitude you had when we first arrived. I just wondered what changed.”

      I bite my lip. What changed was the actual queen returned and now I feel like there is even less I can do. “I’m just biding my time,” I say. “I still want to help change things, but we have to be smart about it. So, I’m laying low, doing what I’m told and just biding my time.”

      It’s the partial truth, and I can see the answer satisfies Sterling, even if disappointment still echoes behind his eyes. Still, I hate that I’m not telling him everything.

      And I hate that I’m not doing anything. I got so caught up playing around in Faerie, sneaking out to ride Madseok and let Sterling take me to different parts of his world on grand adventures through jungles and across waters and beaches, that I haven’t even tried talking to Carys about my ideals. Sure, when she told me about the horrible things she endured at the hands of the Winter Queen, and how she believes the full fae are dangerous and ready to slaughter the star fae the first chance they get, I kept my mouth shut. I couldn’t argue that what she went through wasn’t horrible. I wouldn’t want to. I also didn’t want to undermine her experience by spouting my belief that not all fae are bad. 

      But I’ve spent plenty of good days with the queen when I could have said something. I could have told her my experiences with the full fae. I could have mentioned Maeve. I could have even pointed out that our current maid, Hillbap, has kept our secret while attending to us both and never once have I heard her complain that she is doing the job of two or even more fae. 

      I could have told Carys about the dying forest.

      “We should head back,” Sterling says, already guiding Zebsar toward the surf.

      “You go,” I say. “I need a minute.” Or longer. I can’t go back until I have a solid plan or at least the next best step. I have to be doing something, even if only to plant seeds for later conversations.

      “Aria, I—” 

      “No, you’re right, Sterling,” I say. “I should be doing more, and I just need to think for a minute.”

      That sparkle in the greens of his eyes returns. I can see he thinks I’m a badass again.

      “Okay,” he says. “And I’d tell you not to stay too long after dark, but I don’t think I’ll ever convince you of that. Just… be careful.”

      “I will.”

      He looks at Madseok with a stern expression. “Take care of her.”

      Madseok snorts and shakes his head. I pat his neck and am rewarded with a pleasure guttural sound. He’s a smart creature. I think he understands. He even patiently waits as we watch Sterling and Zebsar speed off heading south, spraying sea water in all directions and splattering some on us. 

      But when I said I needed a minute, I didn’t mean more time on land. I lean forward, urging my cabbyll-ushtey into the crashing waves. Then I veer in the opposite direction and head north.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      As expected, Aria crashes into me as she rounds the pathway, headed up toward the palace. A hand flies up to her chest, clutching a fisted hand as she recovers her breath and laughs.

       “You scared me, Tien,” she says. “I didn’t see you.” She straightens and pushes away a lock of her golden hair, damp with seawater. “You’re back. How was your trip to Spring?”

      A few moments ago, when I saw her coming up the beach with Madseok in tow, all I could think about was how lovely she looked in the pale moonlight mixed with the memory of the last moment we were together before I left. My thoughts drift there now. To the way she felt in my arms and the silent conversation spoken with that goodbye kiss. I expected some awkwardness when she finally saw me—or rather, ran into me—but like before, she pretends it never happened.

      “I have not yet debriefed with General Luto,” I say, trying to keep the frustration out of my tone. “I’m sure that will happen in the morning, with you present of course, but I think you’ll be pleased with the way things were handled in Herdan.” 

      “That’s good to hear,” she says. When I don’t offer more, she takes a step to leave.

      I step in front of her. I was a fool to wait for her. I should have headed straight to my rooms, but I had to see her. And I’m a fool to keep her, but I cannot leave things hanging between us. Not again. When we last parted, things hung between us. Unanswered questions. A kiss. In the courtyard, she was devastated over her parting with Sterling and the severing of their relationship, and I stupidly advised that she talk to him. But that was before. I don’t know where their relationship is now. Have they spoken? Have they mended things? Or did what happened between us before I left change things? 

      And the biggest question of all: Has she been thinking about me as much as I have been thinking of her?

      When I saw her coming up the beach with the cabbyll-ushtey, she was alone. Sterling was nowhere to be seen, which makes me think they are avoiding each other because they are no longer together. 

      “Where is Sterling?” I ask, praying she doesn’t hear the hope in my voice, unless she wants to hear it.

      “He came back earlier,” she says. “I wanted to think—er… to ride a little longer.”

       I shake my head and smile. I should worry more about Aria—human Aria—out riding cabbyll-ushteys. As a human, the queen’s horse could easily drag her down to drown her. I love seeing how much she looks like the queen, not the queenly put together, extravagant dress-wearing and regal her but the reckless, adventurous most lovely version of her. She even wears a cream tunic and brown trousers that look like they might need mending. I bet they smell as awful as she does, which ignites a miasma of memories and emotions attached to that very smell.

      And yet, she has never looked so lovely. Even up close, even without the moonlight kissing her cheeks here in the shadows of the trees. Even with her damp, limp hair and her wet clothing plastered to her arms and legs so unattractively, she is achingly lovely.

      “Are you headed back?” she asks. 

      “Yes.”

      “Well, I need to take a bath, so if you’ll excuse me…” she says, and walks a few steps ahead. I reach out and grab her arm. She looks down at my hand. As always, my fingers burn where it touches her skin. Her blue eyes raise to mine. I wonder if the fire I see in them reflects in my eyes, too. Gracefully, she pulls out of my grip and straightens. 

      “Is everything alright?” she asks. 

      “I thought…” Pause.

      She folds her arms and smiles. Lifting one eyebrow in jest, she says, “I know, I look like a drowned gryla.”

      I laugh at her absurdity and her usage of such a fae term. 

      Aria laughs too. When she sobers and her eyes find mine again, I step toward her, tilting my head down, my gaze drifting to her pink lips. Looking at her again, I silently ask if I can kiss her and then lean down when I see the hunger in the sparkle of her eyes. 

      She shoves me forcefully back. “What are you doing?”

      “I thought…” 

       “I know I told you Sterling and I had broken up, b-but we fixed things while you were gone. Things are better between us.” 

      “Did you tell him what happened?” I gesture at the both of us.

      “What do you mean? What happened?”

      “Aria.”

      “You mean between us? Tien, nothing happened! I have no idea what you’re talking about or what you imagine might’ve happened. You didn’t even say goodbye!”

      “I didn’t say goodbye?” I step back and can’t help the bitter laugh that escapes as anger builds in my chest. “How can you deny this again? What is happening between us?” 

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Aria. We kissed.”

       “No, we didn’t,” she says, closing her eyes and placing both hands on her head in frustration. “Tien we’ve never—and I can’t even—” She shakes her head, and her words fail. But then her eyes snap open again and something flashes over her face I don’t recognize. “I don’t know what you think happened, Captain Firetail, but we did not kiss.” Aria sucks in a ragged breath and backs away, putting more distance between us. “I would never cheat on Sterling, even if he and I were broken up. I just… I wouldn’t. Which means, which means…” She trails off, not finishing her sentence as if something has suddenly occurred to her. She covers her mouth with a hand and won’t look at me before saying, “Excuse me. I have to go clean up.”
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        * * *

      

      “What the hell, Carys!” I shout as I barge into our shared rooms. I don’t even know if she’s here, or if Hillbap is. And I don’t know or care if someone is out in the hallway and hears me shouting.

      The room is dark and the sudden shuffling of blankets and sheets in the direction of the bed tells me I have awoken the queen. Carys was sleeping. I hear a click, then the light next to the bed flickers on, filling the room with a comforting, orange glow.

      But the soothing light does nothing to ease my anger. 

      The queen lifts the red silk face mask covering her eyes and blinks rapidly in the light. I should probably worry that I’m shouting at the queen. I should probably worry that she’ll throw me out of the room or into the dungeons or even send me home for waking her up and speaking to her the way I am, but I don’t care.

      I. Don’t. Care.

      “What is this about?” Carys asks, covering a yawn with her fist.

      “You kissed Tien.”

       Something flits across Carys’s not-quite-awake face, but she hides it quickly and covers her mouth as if to stifle another yawn and rubs her eyes. I walk down the steps to the lower platform and pace. My blood boils. 

      “He’s been acting all weird since I got back to Faerie,” I say. “He’s been spouting that things are happening between us and claiming that we’ve kissed.” I whip to her. “I didn’t kiss him. Did you?”

      “Yes.” She feigns guilt, but I can tell she doesn’t regret it.

      “More than once?”

       “Yes.” She sits up straighter on the bed.

      I spin on my heel to turn the other way, stomping about the room, then snap back to her, throwing another accusing glare.

      “How could you?” I blurt, but bite the inside of my cheek when I hear just how bad it sounds. No, I’m just mad. It’s… it’s nothing. Carys is pretending to be me around the Firetail brothers, and although it makes sense that she’s kissed Sterling—I don’t like it but it makes sense that she doesn’t push him away when he tries to kiss her because she’s pretending to be me—but kissing Tien is not something I would do.

      What if Sterling finds out? I don’t want him to think I’m cheating, because I would never… I would never do that to him. 

      Carys’s expression reveals nothing but a pinched mouth that looks a little like pity and a lot like she just wants to diffuse the situation. She raises her hands as if to calm me, as if it isn’t a big deal, but then she shrugs. “Maybe we should tell them the truth.”

      “Why, so you can kiss Tien all you want without repercussions? Do you want them to know it was you all along?” Again, it just flies out without my permission.

      Carys doesn’t move except to fold her arms. I can tell she’s trying to keep a smile off her face when she presses her lips together tightly and stares at the bed beneath her.

      I lean hard on one hip and raise an eyebrow, mimicking her by crossing my arms too. “What’s so funny?”

      Her head jerks up and her lips remain a pinched, thin line, but then she collects herself and relaxes without trying to push back the smile that lifts the corners of her mouth. “Just that you are more upset about my kissing Tien than my kissing Sterling. You’re more upset about my kissing the captain than you are about my kissing your boyfriend. Why is that?”

       I throw my hands in the air. “I don’t see why you’re kissing either of them at all!” I taste a bitter tang at the back of my throat. Maybe I swallowed too much sea water. 

      Carys lifts a shoulder and then slumps a little. “I liked feeling wanted,” she admits. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have kissed either of them.”

      Wanted. The word flips around and around in my head. She kissed them both because she liked feeling wanted. Sure, I know what that means with Sterling. I know how he feels about me, but does Tien want me? No, I can’t think about that. I like Sterling. I want to be with Sterling. Sterling and I are good together.

      But Tien…

      I can’t think of it and force my pulse to slow and my anger to dissolve. If only to speak more calmly when I say, “I think we should tell them.”

      She lifts a hand to her chin.

      As much as I’ve liked getting to know Carys and spending time with the High Queen of Faerie who could easily be my identical twin, it has caused me a lot of problems. Even if I have enjoyed the added time with Sterling and Madseok and fewer political meetings this go around.

      “I don’t think now is the time,” she says. “But I like what you’re thinking. If we did…” A mischievous spark lights her eyes. “There are two Firetail brothers, and two of us…”

      “That’s not…” I interrupt, but then pull back and shake my head. “Alright. Not yet.” Who am I to argue with the queen? And whatever she’s suggesting, I don’t like it. I’m not sure which Firetail brother she thinks she would get, and I’m not sure, nor do I want to think about my feelings or thoughts about either matchup.

      In a few seconds, I analyze every look, every glance, every word spoken to me by Tien since I’ve been back in Faerie. I remember the strange looks he gave me the first time I came. They were strange and I thought more than once that he might be in love with me or falling in love with me, but I was convinced the looks were only because he was in love with Carys and I look like her.

      I called him on it, and he didn’t deny it.

      But if he was kissing her thinking she was me, what does that mean? Now, every innocent touch, every glance, every word spoken between us is painted from an entirely different angle.

      Does Tien love me?

      “I promise I won’t kiss either of them again.” Carys stands from the bed and walks toward me down the steps, her bare feet padding on the tiles.

      So much for planting seeds and talking to the queen about the things I want to change in Faerie. So much for convincing her the full fae aren’t all bad and that Faerie is dying because of the actions of the star fae, because this revelation has taken over every thought. Instead, I’ve barged in, interrupted her sleep and screamed at her for kissing a guy who thought she was me.

      It might just be the bleary-eyed, abruptly awoken from sleep look, but as she walks toward me, the sad expression she had when I accused her crosses her face again. I don’t think she was sad about my anger or shouting, but at the fact she liked feeling wanted. And those kisses, those guys who wanted her, really thought she was me.

      How can I blame her for liking that?

      My head is a mess. Seed-planting will have to come later. Much later.

      Carys reaches up as if to take my hands, but before she gets too close, her face turns to a grimace and she pinches her nose. “You smell really bad, Aria,” she says. “Let’s call Hillbap to get you cleaned up.”
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      “That sounds horrible!” Carys says, clutching her side in another fit of laughter. 

      We’re both lounging on the bed facing each other. She sits cross-legged and leans against the headboard while I lay on my side, my head propped with one hand. Running my fingers through my hair that has long since dried from my bath, I realize it must be at least three or four in the morning. These past few hours have quelled all my anger toward her. I see that she didn’t mean to hurt me by kissing Sterling or Tien and has more than made up for it with our conversation and the treats she had sent up from the kitchen. Some are fae sweets made of exotic nectars, but I was more excited about the brownies and vanilla ice cream topped with fudge.

      When Carys regains her breath, tears streaming down her face, she says, “The human world is fascinating! Riding in runaway trains up and down steep hills just for the thrill of it?”

      “That’s a great way to describe a roller coaster!” I say, popping another piece of brownie in my mouth. “Not everyone loses their pretzel after riding, but the lengths we go to for an adrenaline rush is strange when you think about it. Some humans even jump out of planes or attach cords to their legs and leap off bridges.”

      “But isn’t that dangerous?” Carys clutches a hand to her chest.

      “Sure, but they strap on backpacks that have parachutes, and the cords are stretchy so they just bounce around.” I gesture with my hands as I talk.

      “Have you done either of those things?”

      “Heck, no! I’m too chicken!”

      She shakes her head with incredulity.

      “What?”

      “You’ll ride the back of a carnivorous horse in the middle of a raging sea during a storm, but you’re too chicken to do those things the humans do for thrills?”

      “It’s different,” I say. “Besides, I’ve never ridden water horses in raging seas. Big swells, sure, but never in a storm.” I decide it’s best not to mention the ride where Madseok and I dove twice.

      I yawn when our conversation lulls.

      “We should go to sleep, seriously,” I say, but despite the yawn, I’m enjoying our time together. I don’t want to sleep just yet.

      Carys waves a hand. I think she feels the same way. “My only meeting tomorrow is in the afternoon with the captain and the general. We can sleep the day away if we want. Our little maid will let us, I promise.” She clambers off the bed. “Come. I want to show you something.”

      I sit up, stiff from being in the same position for so long and move my wrist around in circles. “Where are we going?”

      The queen grabs a thin, pink robe to wrap around herself and tosses a matching green one at me before walking toward the door. I slip my arms into it and wrap it around myself and then follow her out.

      We quietly walk down the hallways in our bare feet, making sure the nightly guards don’t see us. The queen can go wherever she wants, whenever she wants, but seeing the two of us together would lead to too many questions. Carys leads me to the end of a hallway with no windows or doors. Just a tapestry depicting mermaids and pixies, balls of glowing lights that must be will-o’-the-wisps, and creatures with skin black as night. I recognize many of the creatures. There are erdlulites with their backward pointing feet. I wonder how hard it would be to get some of their delicious goat cheese to the palace. I also see what must be an ankou with its hooded robe and sharp scythe, but there are even more creatures embroidered that I don’t recognize.

      “What are we doing?” I ask as Carys feels underneath the tapestry.

      “I’m feeling for the…” she sticks her tongue between her teeth, “there!”

      Hearing a click, she gestures that I follow her behind the tapestry where a door slides open, revealing a dark passageway. I can’t see a thing inside, just a few steps leading up and a few steps leading down.

      I hesitate. “Did you bring a light?”

      “Keep your hand on the wall to the right and it will lead you down the stairs and out of the palace. Put your hand on the left,” she takes my left hand and presses my palm on the smooth stone, “and it will lead you to the top. That’s where we’re going.”

      I enter the staircase. When Carys closes the hallway door, we’re enveloped by a rich, deep, complete absence of light. Instead of the fear or trepidation I expected by the darkness, I feel a comforting rightness to it. My mind is clear, and even if I couldn’t hear Carys’s steps ahead of me, I would feel comfortable here.

      Soon, we emerge onto a patio-like roof that feels nearly as bright as mid-day with the light of the moon and stars, especially after coming out of that full dark stairwell. There’s nothing special about the roof. There’s no secret garden or even a telescope, just a single wooden chair situated for gazing at the sky.

      Or in tonight’s case, for gazing at the stars.

      My breath catches at the sight.

      “It’s beautiful, I know,” Carys says. “This is one of my favorite places in the entire palace.”

      “I can see why,” I say, walking to grip the stone wall. Besides the amazing view of the sky, I also see the dark sea glittering in the moonlight in the distance.

      I glance at the lone chair, then at Carys, who stands next to me, also leaning against the wall.

      “But you usually come alone,” I say.

      “I do,” she says, turning to me and nodding. It’s dark, but I think I see her eyes glistening with welling tears. “In fact, I’ve never shown this place to anyone, not even the person I considered myself closest to.”

      I turn toward her. “Who are you closest to?”

      She shakes her head and averts her eyes. I want to ask if she means Sterling, but I don’t want to know if my guess is correct, so I say nothing.

      Carys’s head tilts back up to the stars, so I look too.

      “There’s an old story about Pleiades,” she says, pointing at a cluster of stars. She looks at me. “Do you know it?”

      “I don’t.”

      The queen turns back. “Our mother used to tell it to us when we were young,” she says. “It’s about seven sisters and a crow.”

      “A crow? Not a raven?”

      She shakes her head. “No, ravens are noble creatures and the crow in the story is a trickster.”

      “What’s the story?”

      Carys keeps her eyes on the sky and takes a breath. “Once, long, long ago, there were seven sisters who were each given a burning coal at the end of a digging stick. The other creatures and humans were jealous because these sisters could not only use their coal to start fires to keep warm but also to cook their food.”

      “Wait, this is a human story?”

      “Of course. The fae who use fire can create their own, and those who don’t have no need of it.”

      “Ha ha, right,” I say.

      “Crow would often ask the sisters how they got the fire, but they would never tell him their secret,” Carys continues. “One day, Crow stole one of the sister’s cooked yams, and it was the most delicious thing he’d ever tasted. So, when the sisters again refused to tell him their secret to make fire, it made him so mad, he vowed to find out by trickery.”

      Carys pauses, as if lost in thought, or revisiting a fond memory. It’s probably a memory of when her mother told the story. It makes me envious since I have no memories of my mother. 

      “What did the crow do?” I ask.

      She looks at me. “He gathered and hid a bunch of snakes where the sisters dug for their yams, then he waited. When the sisters came digging for their dinner and unearthed the snakes who hissed and bit at them, the sisters shrieked and tried to hit the serpents with their sticks.”

      I laugh. “I bet that was a sight!”

      She smiles. “Especially when their coals flew off their sticks in the foray and Crow snatched all of them up!”

      “So, his plan worked.”

      “Yes. But then the secret of how the sisters created their fire was no longer a secret. The other creatures demanded that Crow share the coals with them. They became so loud and demanding that it startled Crow until he flung some of the burning coals into the brush that then caught fire. The fire burned Crow’s feathers until they were forever blackened and threatened to destroy everything until the rain came and put it out.”

      I turn back to the sky, staring up at the cluster of seven stars that make up Pleiades. “What happened to the sisters?”

      “Their secret gone, they were swept up into the heavens with their still-glowing sticks that became the seven bright stars.” Carys smiles wistfully again. “Mother used to say a raven was the one who swept the sisters up, becoming blackened herself after trying to put out Crow’s fire, but I doubt that was part of the story.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because Mother also used to say that we were the seven sisters because there are seven of us—seven sisters and six brothers. We are star fae after all, but like you said, the story is about seven human sisters. Not fae.”

      But that equals thirteen children. When Tien first brought me to Faerie and he and Sterling taught me what I needed to know about the royal family, I was told there were only twelve Elmwhisk children. Only twelve in the royal family. But that’s twice now that she’s slipped. First, when she spoke of her father and how he doted on all thirteen of his children. Then she corrected herself and said twelve instead. And when I count her sisters: Geminia, Celeste, Lyra, and the twins, Ophi and Sage, then add Carys, it only makes six girls.

      Meaning the thirteenth child, the seventh sister, must be the one she lost. And apparently, the one no one talks about. 

      “But enough about me,” Carys says, taking a deep breath. “Tell me more about you. I think I’d like to visit one of those amusement parks, although I think I’ll stay away from the roller coasters. Tell me about your life. I should have asked more about you sooner. You said your foster family plans to adopt you?” She walks toward the lone chair and sits down.

      I turn to face her, leaning against the wall with my back to the sea. We’ve connected so much tonight and talked about so many things, but I still haven’t told her one of the biggest things about me. The thing I don’t like to think about and often flees my thoughts as soon as I do.

      “I’ve never told you this, but I have no memory of my life beyond seven months ago.”

      Carys’s reaction is delayed, but the horror eventually crosses her features. “What do you mean? You have no memory?”

      I shake my head, fold my arms and stare at the ground. “They tell me I was in a car accident. I can’t remember anything before it happened, or even shortly after. My first memory is right before the Kings brought me to their house.”

      “I-I’m sorry, Aria. I don’t know what to say.”

      I shrug and cross one ankle over the other. “You don’t have to say anything. At least my first memories are good. I remember walking up their front porch and their warm smiles. I remember the way Lindsey’s pork chops tasted and the way she’d somehow burnt the au gratin potatoes. I remember Ian would hardly look at me, let alone talk to me for the first few weeks until Blake said something to him. Then he started treating me like a little sister. But most of all, I remember my first thought when I walked into their home—my home.”

      “What was that?”

      “That it was my home. Really, my home. It’s silly because even after I’m adopted, I won’t live there forever. But that was my thought. That it will be my home forever.”

      “I’m glad you’re happy there.”

      It seems an odd thing to say, but it’s probably just a fae thing. So, I turn it back to her. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “My… loss?”

      “Yes. You lost a sister.”

      “I…” She looks at me warily. “How did you know?”

      “The story. You said your mother said the seven sisters were you and your sisters. But you only have five.”

      Her gaze slides downward.

      “And you once mentioned that your father was attentive to all thirteen of his children,” I say. “I just put two and two together.”

      Carys nods but won’t look at me. 

      “I’m sorry you lost her,” I say. “Did you ever bring her up here?” I gesture at the roof. At the stars.

      “No, but I should have,” she says. “We were both too busy. She with her—” Her voice catches, and she covers her mouth with a hand then shakes her head. “I’m just glad I got to show you now.”

      “I’m honored.”

      “I think we should get back and get some sleep.”

      “Good idea,” I say and take one last glance at Pleiades, the seven sisters before following Carys back down the dark tower. 
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      Lieutenant Redlake debriefs General Luto while my thoughts trail back to last night. To the look in Aria’s eyes, to the infuriating denial she is so insistent on keeping up. She said things between her and Sterling, that their relationship, was patched. And she pretended like that moment, right before I left, never happened. 

      “Yes, thank you, Lieutenant.” The general turns to me for my input. 

      “Yes, General.” I nod and straighten. “There were no issues with the capture. The accused spring fae was compliant and did not fight or flee, so we did not feel the need to take away his magic.” Aria will be happy to hear that last part.

      “I feel like there’s something missing.” Luto grips his chin, but then waves a dismissive hand and jots down a note. “Perhaps you can expound more when we bring this information to the queen,” he says, lifting one eyebrow and giving me a knowing look. 

      “Of course.”

      “General! Captain!” a frantic voice says, rushing into the room with a dark elf in tow who looks reluctant to enter but isn’t bound or shackled. By her pitch-black skin and the icy air she brings, there’s no doubt which court she has pledged fealty to.

      “What is it, Bellanae?” General asks the frantic guard. I’m surprised he hasn’t snapped. We might have been near adjourned, but this was a classified meeting. It wasn’t something the queen’s guards should be privy to.

      “I have a message. It’s about the queen,” the dark elf says, somehow making herself look darker as the shadows in the room rush to cling to her.

      “Can it wait?” Luto sounds irritated, but anything dealing with the queen and any knowledge about her—aka, any knowledge about the very human girl who is pretending to be her, puts us both on edge.

      If anyone found out…

      “I think you’ll want to hear it now.”

      “Very well, go on. What news do you bring from Queen Silver?”

       The elf looks around the room with a look of arrogance and knowing. 

      My mouth goes dry.

      With a flourish, the fae unfurls a scroll and reads, “I know the girl who sits on the throne is a fraud.”
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      “Stop!” General Luto says, raising a hand to silence the dark elf before she can say more. He keeps his expression neutral and his gaze away from me. “Clearly, Queen Silver is throwing around false accusations. Captain Firetail’s team does not need to waste their time hearing it.” He speaks to the room. “You are dismissed.”

      A grumbling filters through the group and several officers throw questioning glances at one another, but they all obey without objection and file from the room. 

      It’s unspoken that I should stay. After hearing whatever nonsense this fae brings from the Winter Court, we’ll have to figure out how to spin this or else the other officers might suspect something. Aria could be in danger. 

      “That was bold to speak your message around so many curious ears,” the general accuses. “This had better be worth our time. Go on, what does your queen want?”

      A wicked smile crosses the dark elf’s face again. I can’t help but see the similarities between her and that vampire girl, Glace, who was part of the trio who organized the attack on the Raven Palace. Not in looks, but the two winter females have the same sneer, the same obvious intent so thick I can almost taste the bitterness of it on my tongue. 

      “Queen Silver says,” the fae continues, reading from the scroll, “I know the girl who sits on the throne is a fraud. She’s a doppelgänger of the queen but is not the real High Queen Carys. I believe you know where the real queen is. I believe she is hidden in your very court.”

      I open my mouth to speak, to silence this infuriating messenger, but one look from the general forces me to swallow my retort.

      “Carys owes me a debt,” she continues. “We made a bargain. She was to remain in my court for one hundred years but has escaped and severed her end of the deal. I want her back to pay the debt.”

      One hundred years? What sort of bargain did the high queen make that put her in the Winter Queen’s clutches for one hundred years? It doesn’t matter. A bargain is a bargain, and it sounds like Carys willingly entered this one. It isn’t an ideal situation, and I realize this means we will need Aria’s help for much longer than I ever expected. At least until she ages enough that it becomes obvious she isn’t Carys. 

      At the same time… there are ways to slow down a human’s aging process. But Aria would have to remain in Faerie indefinitely. She’d have to cut ties from her human life, and I’m not sure she’d do it. I hate how the thought sends a spark of hope through my center. Could I convince her to stay?

      “You will turn Carys over to me, or else I will take your precious Aria instead.”

       No. My heart sinks and twists into a devastating dread as the fae rolls up the scroll and offers a smug look. She can’t take Aria! I won’t let her! How does Queen Silver even know about her? How does she even know Aria’s name?

      “But we don’t know where the queen is!” I shout. I want to shake this fae so violently that the Winter Queen herself feels my wrath, but I refrain. The only thing I can do now is find her. 

      “You have until the next full moon. Bring Queen Silver the high queen, or she’ll take your human look-alike instead.”

      I’m pummeled again with thoughts of last night. It feels as if I’ve been thrown into a frigid, freezing current. The pale moonlight hitting Aria’s face as she trekked up that beach with her water horse was nearly full. It will be full in two days.

      We have two days. 

      Having finished her message, the winter fae tosses the scroll into the air so it flutters and flops to the ground. She then waves a hand while turning on her heel and stalks out of the room. 

      “Captain Firetail,” Luto says. “We have to play this carefully. We have to keep this between us.”

      “Of course—”

      “Take a group of men,” he interrupts, aiming a finger at me with an intensity behind his command. I wonder if he knows my thoughts and feelings toward Aria are no longer only in line with the love for my court and my race. “Search for the queen.”

      “And what if we find her? Will we turn her over like the Winter Queen demands?”

      “One step at a time, Captain. Find our queen.”

      I swallow. My throat is parched. “And Aria?”

      “We must act as if nothing is amiss. She should remain here, for now.” 

      Meaning, we don’t want her disappearing in case we can’t find the queen. I read between the lines. Or perhaps he wants her here so that if we find Queen Carys, we have someone else to give to the Winter Queen. Someone who is less important in the eyes of everyone… except me. 

       But I can’t argue with that. I can’t argue that I’d rather hand over the actual queen because the pretend human one means more to me than he can ever know. And so I nod and agree to gather a group of men. Before my feet even reach the threshold of the room, I’ve already made plans to do something I’ve never done before. I’m going to disobey a direct order. 

      I march down the corridors and then up the flights of stairs to my rooms to be alone while I think this through. Aria needs to go home now, for her own safety. I will get her home. She cannot stay. Decided, I ring for a servant and ask him to call for my brother.

      By the time he arrives with his easy, stupid grin and lightness in his step I could never mimic, my jacket is already strewn across the chair and my sleeves are rolled up. I’ve gripped my hair so many times, I’m sure it stands on its own mixed with the beaded sweat across my brow, which is less than the amount pooled at my back and underneath my arms.

      “It’s not very often I get summoned by the captain of the guard,” Sterling teases.

      I blow a frustrated puff of air through my nostrils. Sterling is so insufferable sometimes, but he’s the only one I can trust. 

      “What’s wrong, Tien?” he asks, seeing the state of my emotions.

       I give him a summary of the message sent by the queen, leaving the most important part for the end. “Listen carefully, brother,” I say, speaking slower to emphasize my words. “If we don’t find Carys, Queen Silver will take Aria instead.”  

      Sterling’s eyes widen. He walks over to my desk and slumps into the chair, his lightness finally weighted down.

      “Take her back to the human world. Today.”

      “What will you do? Find Carys?”

      “We have no choice. Aria won’t be safe until we find her. I must find our queen and then deal with Winter.”

      “But you’ve been looking for her. How can Queen Silver think she’ll turn up now? And in less than two days?”

      “We have to try, but hopefully it won’t matter. We can buy time by sending Aria back to the human realm with you to watch over her day and night.” I direct a pointed gaze so he feels my meaning.

      “To save Aria,” Sterling breathes.

      I nod, folding my arms. I’m already breathing easier with this plan falling into place. 

      Something occurs to my brother, and he looks up at me. “If you find her, will you turn her over? Will you turn over our sovereign to save a human?”

      “Aria is not just any human.”

      “I know, but the Winter Queen can’t even take a human to the Winter Palace, Tien,” he says, standing again. “Maybe it isn’t the answer, but if she tried to take Aria, she wouldn’t make it far. We could still—”

      “I don’t want to risk it. Queen Silver could get angry, any number of variables or mistakes could be made, and we could lose her. Aria could be killed.”

       Sterling opens his mouth to say something else but clamps it shut again as some realization hits him. He stares at me. 

      Does he know? I’m so focused on saving her, I haven’t checked myself. I haven’t even tried to hide the depth of my feelings for her. Does he know?

      She belongs to him, so I can’t say it. My brother looks away, and I dismiss it ever happened.

      “I’ll talk to her,” he says. “I’ll get her out.” My brother’s longer purposeful strides remind me of our father when he walks out the door.
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        * * *

      

      I can’t help but smile when I leave our rooms. Hillbap has become expert at making the queen and I look nearly indistinguishable from each other, but Carys is much pickier about her appearance. It always takes our shared maid double the time to arrange Carys’s hair and appearance than it takes to do the exact same thing with mine.

      I also can’t help but smile, despite feeling dead on my feet after last night. The queen and I stayed up way too late talking, but I think Sterling would be proud that I connected with someone. Even if that someone is the High Queen of Faerie.

      The queen has a meeting this afternoon with Tien about what went on during his trip to the Spring Court. I don’t envy her. After last night I’d need a lot of caffeine to make it through a stuffy meeting like that. But I also don’t want to be cooped up in the palace hiding all day. I intend to slip away before they expect the queen. I’ve been wanting to explore the area surrounding West Raven.

      My smile widens when I see the familiar sandy blonde hero-hair walking toward me at the other end of the hallway. A thought occurs to me. If he’s seeking me out, maybe he doesn’t have much to do today and can come with me. I would feel better about exploring the forest of Faerie with Sterling by my side. 

      It’s a good thing he’s running into me and not her. Despite all our connecting, I still don’t trust that Carys won’t kiss Sterling given the chance. I need to be more proactive about preventing them from bumping into each other.

      As he gets closer, I notice his eyes and posture are tight with worry. 

      “Sterling, what’s wrong?”

      His gaze jerks to the floor and his lips press together as he walks the last few steps to meet me. It’s a thinly veiled attempt to conceal whatever emotion he’s trying to hide. 

      “Could we talk somewhere?” He gestures behind me, back toward my room. “In private?”

      “Yeah, but let’s go somewhere else.” I pull at his arm. “My maid is inside, uh…” I want to say cleaning or something, but, “she’s just busy,” is what comes out. “And I’d rather not bother her or send her away.”

      He buys it, and I try not to seem hurried as I drag him down the long corridor that suddenly feels so much longer. I worry about Carys emerging from our rooms before we can get away and Sterling spotting both of us at the same time.

      We walk down a flight of stairs and through an unfamiliar hallway.

      “Here, let’s go in here,” Sterling says, gesturing at a simple wooden door on our right. With a hand placed on the small of my back, he pulls the knob and gestures that I walk in first.

      It’s a cramped room, probably the smallest room I’ve seen in the palace. Looking around and seeing a few wooden buckets stacked along one wall with several brooms and mops propped next to them, I realize we’re in a janitor’s closet. I doubt they’re called that here, but it’s a cleaning closet or a broom closet.

      Before I can tease him by his choice of private spaces, he says, “I have to take you home.”

      I no longer care that we’re in a closet. “Wait, why?”

      “Tien told me that a winter fae came with a message—a threat from Queen Silver.”

      I swallow, remembering the one and only conversation I had with the queen of the Winter Court. She knew I wasn’t Carys but still threatened to take me there if she couldn’t find the real queen or if I mentioned the threat. I haven’t said a word. I’ve kept my mouth shut, but maybe the ice queen has tired of looking for her escaped prisoner and wants me as her replacement after all.

      Does she know she can’t take me there? She knows I’m not Carys, but I doubt she knows I’m human.

      My throat turns dry as a tightness lodges itself there. The idea of what she’ll do when she realizes she can’t take me to her horrible, freezing court is terrifying. It fills me with a deep, hollow sort of dread.

      “What was the threat?” I whisper, surprised any sound came out at all.

      “She knows you’re not Carys,” he says, studying his twisting hands. He’s scared too and won’t meet my eyes. “The good news is now we know where Carys has been all this time. She struck a terrible bargain and has been the Winter Queen’s prisoner, but she’s escaped and now Queen Silver thinks we’re harboring her here.”

      “Here?” I turn and pace a few steps toward some shelves piled with rags, leaning with my palm on the edge of the shelf at my hip to steady myself. To hide what I know. Because Carys is here, being harbored in her own palace. “W-Wouldn’t she announce her return if she came back?” I hope he assumes my stutter is evidence of my fear of the Winter Queen and not fear of my secrets coming out. 

      “Not if she knew that knowledge would bring the Winter Queen rushing here in all her fury.” He steps toward me, gently pushing my shoulder to turn my body to face him. “Aria, I don’t think she’s here. I’m sure she would have revealed herself to someone by now, but…”

      “But?” I look at him. I see the raw terror in the greens of his eyes and the press of his mouth and the tightness of his jaw.

      “But the Winter Queen wants her back.”

      “Okay. What does that have to do with me?” I have to ask, even though I already know.

      This time, Sterling spins and slaps his palm against a wall in frustration. He speaks with gritted teeth. “It doesn’t matter that we don’t know where Carys is, Queen Silver is convinced we’re protecting her. And if we don’t turn her over…”

      He doesn’t have to finish.

      My heart drops. My stomach twists. “If we don’t turn her over, she’ll take me instead.”
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      If the Winter Queen doesn’t get Carys, she’ll take me instead.

      I turn toward the shelves in the small closet of a room and rest my forehead against the edge of one. The unpleasant smell of mildew and mold waft from the dirty rags beneath my nose. I can’t help but think it’s the precise odor I’d encounter in the cell of a fae queen’s dungeon. 

      But she can’t take me. I’m human, I remind myself, but the smell burns my nostrils. I have to step back before I retch all over the rags and make the smell worse.

       How does the Winter Queen know Carys is here? The high queen wasn’t in the palace when Queen Silver threatened me after the summit. Are there spies in the palace? Did Hillbap tell someone? No, she would never do that, I dismiss the notion. I trust the leprechaun maid.

      But someone else must have seen us and figured it out. Perhaps the Winter Queen told one of her own she knew I wasn’t Carys and left them here to spy? It wouldn’t take much for anyone paying too much attention to figure it out. We haven’t been very careful. How many times has Sterling almost figured it out? Or Tien? I think about Carys going around kissing them both. A ripple of boiling hot fury rushes up my neck at the memory until I force it back down.

      I believe we’ve kept the Firetail brothers in the dark, barely, but any number of fae—servant or otherwise—could have figured it out. It’s not unlikely that someone saw the queen with some diplomat and then spied me walking out of the stables soon after when it would have been impossible for the queen to be in both places.

      “Yes,” Sterling confirms. “If we don’t find Carys and return her to the Winter Court, she wants you instead. So, I’m taking you home.”

      But, I have to warn Carys, is all I can think about. I can’t go home until I’ve warned her. 

      While I rack my thoughts for a way to stall, or an excuse to slip away and back up to my rooms, Sterling shuffles his feet side to side. When I notice and look at him, an uneasy expression lines his face. He opens his mouth to speak, but nothing comes out.

      I can’t let my already building terror rise at his reaction. He’s terrified for me. Lifting a hand to touch his shoulder, I force myself to believe the lie. “Sterling, it’s alright. It’ll be alright.” 

      “No, I know it’s just…” When his green eyes lift to mine, I realize something else is bothering him.

      “You’re not telling me everything,” I say, feeling my pulse quicken. “What is it?” I try to keep the edge of panic from bleeding into my tone. Tien has done the same thing to me. Keeping things until I can only imagine the worst.

       He shakes his head, dismissing it and moves to turn away from me. He reaches to touch the end of a broom handle and rubs his thumb along the split wood at the top.

      The panic builds, creating a racket in my chest. My voice shakes when I say, “No! Tell me! What is it? What else is wrong?”

      He lets go of the broom handle and turns back with a guilty smile. “Don’t panic, it’s nothing. It can wait.”

      “Is there another danger?”

      “No. It’s nothing.” Sterling sighs. He reaches as if to take my hand but drops it again. “We can just talk when we get back to the human world. It’s not important compared to this.”

      “Sterling.” I will him to meet my eyes. “Whatever it is, whether it’s not important compared to this, or not… I’m going to obsess and think about it and worry until you tell me.”

      He stares at me.

      I stare back. “Just tell me.”

      “Fine. Okay, okay. Look,” he says. “I love what we have, you and me. Like I said, you’re like my best friend. And I love how close we are, but sometimes…” He blows out of frustrated breath while I hold mine. “Sometimes when we kiss, it just… feels off.” 

      My heart jolts and my thoughts turn to Carys. She’s been kissing him. That’s why he thinks it feels different because he’s not always kissing me. An uneasy feeling rises, different from the terror I refuse to face right now. Damn it, Carys! Why did she have to go off kissing my boyfriend? I’m surprised he hasn’t figured it out yet, and that Tien hasn’t either.

      But the mention brings both of my confrontations about Carys kissing Firetail boys while pretending to be me to the forefront of my mind. When I confronted her about kissing my boyfriend versus when I confronted her about kissing the captain, my reactions were different. 

      Worlds different. 

      She even pointed out that her dalliance with Tien upset me more. But… but that was just because I don’t want Sterling to find out and think I am being unfaithful to him. That’s all it is.

      That’s all it was.

      “It’s silly,” he continues. “It’s nonsense, and it’s nothing compared to what we’re dealing with right now but…” He trails off again.

      “Here, let me ease your mind,” I say, smiling up into the perfect face of the guy I prefer most. I lift up on my tiptoes, gripping the sides of his shoulders and tilt his body, his lips down to mine. The kiss is sweet. Simple. Brief. When we pull apart, Sterling’s smile is small… and forced. But slowly falls until I realize it’s false. 

      “No,” he says. I hear the sadness that lines the edges of each word. “That’s the one that feels like we’re just friends. Like you aren’t in love with me.”

      I don’t think I am in love with him. I’ve never said I was, but I can’t tell him I’m not. I can’t deny what he feels. But I still like him. We’re good together. It’s just everything that’s happened has made everything complicated and it’s hard to focus on a relationship when things are so crazy. Ever since the first time Tien brought me to Faerie against my will, I have spent nearly all my time pretending to be a stupid royal while my boyfriend takes care of horses all day. 

      That’s all it is. It’s just the stress of everything.

      “Let’s try that again.” Throwing my arms around his neck, I press myself against him and wind my fingers through the hair at the back of his neck, pulling his lips roughly down to mine. Our lips part as the kiss deepens. Sterling’s breath is hot as a gasp escapes. He pulls away to race kisses down the length of my jaw before crushing his lips back to mine. Slowly, he pushes me toward the wall. A bucket falls and crashes while several brooms tip over, clacking against the tile. When the round handle of a mop digs into my back, jabbing into my spine, it hurts but I can’t help but laugh against his lips.

      He laughs too, and then falls over himself in a heap. We both laugh even harder. I collapse next to him on the ground, holding my stomach and sucking in desperate breaths as we can’t stop laughing. It takes a few minutes for us to settle and sigh and take in the mess we’ve made in this tiny closet. I pray no one out in the hallway heard the racket or think two fae snuck into a closet to get drunk together.

      When I look up at his face, both of our smiles fall. I see an expression in the depths of his eyes that matches the feeling in my heart. Something isn’t right, and he feels it too. This isn’t what it—what love, or romance or whatever—is supposed to feel like. As I look at the smooth, perfect cheeks and the vibrant lime green eyes of my football-playing perfect boyfriend, I realize that while I love him, I’m not in love with him. I’m not falling in love with him.

      “Aria,” Sterling says, moving to stand before helping me to my feet. He doesn’t release my hand when I’m balanced and grips it tightly. But he won’t look at me. His eyes are downcast as he looks at our clasped fingers. “Aria, I love you, and I know I’ve been confused and felt like sometimes I imagine or maybe hope things are different, but I don’t think I’m in love with you. Not like I thought.” When he looks at me again, I can see that he’s worried he’s hurt me. “Aria, I’m sorry—”

      I press the finger to his lips, stopping him because a strange, weird, backward but comforting feeling is washing over me too. It stretches and reaches through my limbs, through my body, until it rises and tastes a lot like… relief. “I love you too, Sterling, but…” I pause, willing him to meet my eyes. “I’m not in love with you either.”

      Sterling’s shoulders relax, and I know he feels the same blissful relief. He yanks me into a crushing hug and presses his face against my hair. When he pulls back and I see the sparkle in his eyes, I realize he feels the same wonderful connection. And although we’ve said it, even though we’ve spent so much time together and care deeply about each other, I feel like I’ve finally found my best friend. That he was a piece of me that was lost but have found again.

      Even better, now there’s no longer this thing I’ve been unconsciously trying to force. I think we could have been just friends all along but mistook our connection, our loyalty, our friendship as romantic. But now I can spend all the time with Sterling I want without feeling guilty that my feelings aren’t there yet, or guilty that I’m not falling in love with him yet. And I don’t have to worry if it will ever happen someday. 

      That anxiety and worry about hurting my best friend is gone.

      “We still need to get you back to the human world, where it’s safe,” Sterling says, slipping easily into our new relationship. “Tien says we should leave now.” He’s all business now. Although I can tell he’s still anxious for my safety, there’s a certain calm about him. I like it.

      “Will we go to the river?” I ask, feeling the same calm despite our circumstances.

      “No, but I think your weekend at Cassie’s lake house won’t be over by the time we return.” I love that he uses air quotes when referring to my fake weekend plans. We’ve spent a lot of time in his world, in Faerie, but my world has still rubbed off on him. I can’t imagine a pixie or Hillbap or even Tien using air quotes. “I think we’ll be fine. We’ll take the cabbyll-ushteys and ride to the portal at Terpsichore.”

      I don’t know why I have to ask or why I even care where he is or what he’s doing, but it comes out anyway, “And Tien?”

      “Tien plans to look for Carys. I don’t know how he has hope that he will find her in time because we’ve looked for her all this time and haven’t found even a trace of her, but he’s determined to find her before the Winter Queen’s deadline.”

      That word spikes my interest. The amazing feeling a second ago vanishes. “Deadline? What’s the deadline?”

      Since the fae view time so differently I expect him to say a year or even a few months. But his expression is stone cold when he says, “Two days.”

      It feels as if someone has stolen the air from my lungs. Two days? Even if the queen was still out in the wilds of Faerie, there’s no chance Tien could find her in two days. And I know for a fact Tien won’t find her out there anyway, because she’s here. Right under his nose. If I’m taken back to the human world before I warn her, in two days, the Winter Queen will come for her.

      I have to warn her.

      “Hey, don’t worry,” Sterling says, pulling me into his arms again. “It’ll be okay, Aria. You’ll be safe. We’ll make it there in time, I promise.”

      “That’s not…” I shake my head. He has mistaken my panic for Carys as worry about my own safety, but I can’t tell him what I’m really concerned about without telling him the truth. “I mean, now that we’re not together anymore, what will we tell people?” It’s a stupid thing to be worried over at a time like this, but it’s the only thing I can think up as a cover.

      “I know things are over between us, but we shouldn’t mention it yet. I need to stay close to you, to keep you safe. It makes sense for our friends and your family to think we’re still dating, if that’s okay.” 

      “Yes, I agree,” I say. We’ll have to say something eventually, but now is not the time.

      “I still want to take you out for a meal and a movie.”

      I smile.

      “Let’s go.” He reaches for the door handle, but I place a hand over his to stop him. 

       “Wait.”

      He looks at me expectantly. 

      “I uh… need to get something from my rooms.” Hopefully the queen hasn’t left the suite. 

      Sterling frowns.

      “I’ll just take a few minutes; I won’t be long. I could even meet you at the stables.”

      Sterling stares at me for several seconds and then sighs and nods. “Be quick.”

      This would be the time that I might feel obligated to kiss him, or at least regret that I should have after we part, but it’s not there anymore. I feel an untethered freedom that even though we’re broken up, everything is fine between us. Perfect, even. 

      Who would have thought the mutual feeling of not wanting to be together would feel so good? And I know deep down, without a doubt that I’ll have him in my life for good. Forever. My smile is wide and genuine and full of light, which he mirrors. Then we turn opposite directions and walk away from each other.
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      I have to warn Carys. But what will she do when I tell her? Will she hide? Will she disappear into the wilds of Faerie? If so, will Tien find her this time? Or will she want to come with me to the human world? I’m sure we would get just as many questions about our identical faces if she came to my world, but that might not be a bad idea. Maybe we can spin it that she’s my long-lost twin. I lost my memories, after all. It’s plausible. It might work.

      I’m lost in my thoughts and possible plans as I walk down the corridor back to my rooms, but movement ahead of me draws my attention. By a stroke of luck, I look up before he knocks.

      “Tien!” I hiss to get his attention. My heart jumps into my throat at the almost close call. If he’d knocked and Carys answered… I can’t even think about it. For the second time today, one of the Firetail brothers could have found Carys thinking she was me. I don’t want to think about what problems either of those encounters could have brought and realize she can’t come to the human world without Sterling knowing about her. Maybe we need to tell them about her. It’s exhausting worrying about her running into them. 

      What is he doing outside my rooms?

       Tien’s eyebrows pinch together when he sees me, but there’s a softness in the green of his eyes I hadn’t noticed before. 

      “Sterling said you were leaving.”

       “I am, but I wanted to see you first.” He gestures toward my rooms. “Could we talk?” 

      Why does everyone want to talk when I absolutely cannot bring them into my rooms? I’m not keen on dragging him back to that broom closet.

      “Hillbap is inside,” I say as an excuse not to go in. I hope he doesn’t see the lie behind my words. Before he can suggest that we ask her to leave, I gesture toward the windows on the opposite wall. “No one is around. Could we talk here?”

      It’s not the best solution because if Carys is still inside, she could walk out at any second. So, I position myself with my back toward the window, forcing him to turn his back on the door to my rooms, just in case she emerges. She doesn’t want them to know she’s here, so I just hope she is silent enough when she exits and doesn’t draw attention to herself when she leaves. 

      I’m so preoccupied with him not finding out about the queen, who is just a closed door away, that when I look at Tien and see the tightness in his shoulders and the crease of the skin at his brow, I feel like I’ve been hit by a train. The intensity coming from his lime-green eyes with irises so similar, yet so different from his brother’s, steals my breath and jump starts my already racing heart.

      He’s worried about me. 

      “Sterling told me,” I say, reaching out to touch his arm. It feels like an electric shock, and I jerk my hand away. The gesture is so automatic. I’ve done it so many times before, but this is the first time I’ve seen him since my conversation with Carys about him. About her kissing him. About him kissing her, thinking she was me and how she liked feeling wanted.

      He wants me. 

      The innocent touch suddenly means so much more. His eyes flit to his arm when I touched him and then back at me again. But he doesn’t mention it and only says, “You need to go back.”

      “I know, I know I’m going. Sterling and I are leaving in just a few minutes. He’s waiting for me at the stables. I just needed to go to my rooms for… something. What will you do?” It’s a stupid question because I know where he’s going.

      “To look for the queen.” Tien straightens with an air of confidence, but I can’t tell if it’s forced for my sake.

      “But you’ve looked for her. What makes you think you can find her now?”

      “I have to. I have to find her. The Winter Queen demands it or else she’ll take…” He doesn’t finish and turns to hide his expression from me.

      Questions have been rolling in my head ever since Sterling told me about the Winter Queen’s threat. Questions I haven’t dared ask. “What will you do if you find her?” 

      A part of me wonders if I should just tell him he doesn’t need to go searching all over Faerie. If he just turns around and knocks on the door only a few feet behind him, he’ll see her sitting right there at the vanity. 

      “It doesn’t matter.” He shakes his head. “We’ll figure it out, but I’m not letting the Winter Queen take you in her stead.” When he pauses, it seems as if the very air between us crackles with a sort of raw energy. Time has skipped and stretched out and even my heart stands on the edge waiting to hear what he’ll say next before it dares beat again. “Even if that means I have to turn over my queen to keep you safe.”

      There it is. An explosion erupts inside of me. It’s painful and agonizing but also warm and igniting. I look at him. He looks different. I have become so accustomed to his face—that is not at all unattractive —but in this moment, he somehow looks different. I’ve never seen him like this, and yet the way he looks at me is so familiar. And also, so disconcerting. 

      I realize that perhaps he has felt a certain way about me for a long time. Before I can sort out what is happening, he steps toward me with a question in his eyes. I don’t look away, but my breath catches when he hooks an arm around my back. Another question. My eyes trail down to his lips which answers his question, so he leans down until our lips touch. They’re velvety and soft and warm, and an electricity that starts in my toes and works its way up like a shiver to the crown of my head is so unexpected that I don’t push him away. The kiss is short, sweet. The air escapes my lungs. When we pull back, I see a realization in his eyes. An epiphany. I wonder if he knows this was our first real kiss.

      “I’m sorry,” he grumbles, his tone low and gravelly. “I know you and Sterling—”

       I shake my head. But I can’t tell him Sterling and I have broken up. Not yet. Now isn’t the time. His words only a moment ago flip over my stomach and my heart. Did he mean it when he said he’d turn Carys over to save me? Would he choose me over her? Are his feelings for me that deep? If it’s true, I cannot tell him that Carys is so close. 

      Tien straightens and looks away. I suspect my non-answer must have felt like a rejection. “I should go, but please, please be careful. Please go home.”

       I nod, and he turns on his heel and walks down the hallway. 

      I’m sure I imagine it, but I swear there’s a certain lightness in his steps as he walks away from me. And even after he’s disappeared out of the corridor and down the stairs, I can’t bring myself to move from this spot. I lift my fingers to touch my lips at the memory of that kiss. 

      But then shake my head. I can’t think about it now. There’s no time for dwelling on it. So, I straighten my back, lift my chin and walk through the bedroom door. 

      I have to warn the queen.
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        * * *

      

      Queen Carys is still seated at the vanity with a mischievous look on her face when I walk in. 

      “Did you forget something?”

      “No… I—”

      “Because I have a meeting with General Luto and Captain Firetail, and I’m going to be late if I don’t leave now.” She checks herself in the mirror again, touching a finger to her red lips. “You know we can’t be seen walking out together, so you might have to wait here for a few minutes.” She stands and dismisses Hillbap who bows to her queen and then nods at me before walking out the door.

      Carys isn’t looking at me as she reads some note.

      I can’t move from where I stand, trying to find the words. As I watch her, seeing how carefree she is, I realize I’m about to ruin all that. We’ve sunk into such a comfortable existence, and I’m about to change everything. It seems she’s forgotten about her time in the Winter Queen’s dungeons. There’s no sign of post traumatic stress, or whatever. Maybe the fae don’t get PTSD. 

      Carys looks up, then does a double take, perhaps seeing my expression. She offers a warm smile. “Last night was fun, but I think we should save our late-night talks for nights when I don’t have important meetings the next day.” 

      “That’s not…” I look down at my hands, trying to find the words.

      Carys’s hand holding the note drops to her side. “Aria, what’s wrong?” 

      I look up and she sets the paper on the vanity table, toppling over a small bottle that spills some clear liquid. She doesn’t seem to notice. I have her full attention. She walks toward me, her heels clacking against the floor.

      I inhale. “The Winter Queen knows.”

       Something flashes across her face. Either I know her well enough now, or I know my own face well enough to recognize her expression as surprise or incredulity mixed with fear and terror. “She knows what?”

       My eyes fall to the plush rug beneath my feet. “She knows everything.”

      “Everything?”

      “No, I mean I told you when she came here, she knew I wasn’t you.” I look at her. “But now she says she knows you’re here.” I shake my head. I’m still shocked and scared that someone figured it out. I always knew it was a possibility. We both knew it was a possibility, but now it’s happened. “I don’t know, somehow, someone, a messenger or something, came and told the general and Tien that the Winter Queen thinks you’re being harbored here. Of course, Sterling and Tien don’t think it’s true, but they think you’re close.” I don’t mean to pause, but the reality steals my words.

      Carys doesn’t push me. She knows I’m not finished, but by the tremors in her hands and her unblinking eyes, I suspect she can guess the rest.

      “She says,” I continue. “That if they don’t turn you over, she’ll take me instead.”

       The queen’s eyes lower to the floor. She clasps her hands in front of her, staring at them, twisting them, until she’s wringing them. Then she turns her back on me to walk a few steps away, unable to even look at me, or rather to let me see just how scared she is. “I mean, she can’t…” she says, mostly to herself and then shakes her head. “A human can’t cross the threshold of the Winter Palace.” Her voice is so quiet I barely hear her. “I don’t think they can even enter the Winter Court.”

      “I know, but Tien and Sterling want me to go back to the human world,” I say. “I’m leaving now. Their plan is for Tien to keep looking for you, but he doesn’t know you’re here. What do we do? If they take me back, the Winter Queen might still come looking for you. You’ll have to hide in your own palace.”

      Carys turns back around to me with her head lowered and her shoulders slumping in defeat. “I don’t know.”

       She walks over to the bed and sits on the edge of the mattress. Her eyes train down, and tendrils of her hair hang over her face. I can’t see it clearly, but by her posture and the tenseness of her back, I see that she’s afraid. 

      Maybe I should take her place. If I go instead, Queen Silver can’t take me to her dungeons, anyway. It might buy Carys some time to get away. 

      I think about Hillbap and how she sacrificed herself and her dignity for her beloved sister. Since all this began, especially after last night on the roof as we talked and told stories, I feel like Carys has become like a sister to me too. 

      Maybe I should take her place. 

      “We have to tell them,” Carys says, straightening. Her blue eyes meet mine and are full of confidence and decision. “We have to tell Sterling and Captain Firetail. We have to tell General Luto. We have to tell them so that we can plan and figure out what to do.”

      My thoughts turn back to what only happened moments ago in the hallway with Tien. Not the kiss that’s been filed away for later, but what he said before the kiss. A sinking feeling pits in my gut. Tien said if he found the queen, he’d turn her over to save me. Fae can’t lie, even star fae, but even without that knowledge, the feeling conveyed with that kiss tells me his words were sincere. He’ll sacrifice her for me.

      Which is treason.

      I don’t know all the laws of Faerie or the Raven Court, but I’ve seen enough movies with Blake and Lindsey to know what happens to subjects who commit treason. Tien could be punished. Badly. He could be imprisoned. Banished. Executed. I can’t let that happen. I won’t let that happen. Not when… 

      “Carys, I don’t think that’s the right answer,” I say. “I don’t think we should tell them. There has to be another—”

      “We’re telling them,” she commands. 

      She’s the queen. I can’t argue more.

      Without another word, High Queen Carys stands from the bed and walks toward the door, gesturing that I follow without even looking at me. Queen’s orders. She’s decided it’s time to let the Raven Court finally see that there are two of us.
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      Our boots are too loud as we walk down the hallway. I have to figure out a way to convince Queen Carys not to tell Tien and Sterling about her being back, but here we are, out in the open, walking down hallways of the Raven Palace like we’ve done it a thousand times. As soon as one person sees us together, it’ll be over. It’ll be too late. Carys doesn’t know, but Tien said he’d turn her over to save me. 

      “Maybe we should think about this,” I say, pulling at the queen’s elbow. 

      “There’s nothing to think about. We don’t have time.”

      “But maybe it’s not the best time to tell them about you.”

      Carys looks at me, trying to read my expression. She pulls me into an alcove, so we’re at least partially concealed. 

      “Do you trust them?” she asks. I can see the impatience on her face and hear it in her tone. 

      I can’t lie to her. “Yes,” I whisper. “With my life.”

      “What’s wrong then?” she asks, folding her arms. “Why don’t you want to tell them? We were keeping it a secret so Queen Silver wouldn’t find out I’m here, but she knows now. The secret’s out.”

      “I just…” If I tell her what Tien said, I don’t know what she’ll do to him. 

      “Oh, I know what this is about,” she says before I can finish, and my panic spikes at the knowing smile and matching arched eyebrow. Did she hear our conversation out in the hallway? Did she hear what Tien said he’d do if he found her? What will she do to him when she learns he will betray her? 

      “Does this have to do with Sterling?” 

      “What? No!”

      “Are you afraid if he knows I’m back, that he won’t, you know… want to be with you anymore?” Her face is pitying. I hate it. For the first time, I want to slap her. “He and I had something before I was taken. Maybe you’re worried about that?”

       It smarts to hear it, even though I’ve suspected it’s true and I no longer think of him that way. But she doesn’t know that Sterling I have broken up. Maybe that is why the romantic part of our relationship didn’t feel right for him either, because he still has feelings for her. As much as he says things are different with me, despite their different stations in life, they have so much history together. The two of them just make sense. I know without a doubt that I’m over him, that he and I are just friends—best friends—but I guess it hurts knowing she was his best friend first.

       I feel like that title should be mine alone. 

      A scream jolts us from our conversation, and our heads snap toward the open hallway. Marching, running, heavy boots clomp on the floor above us and below us. My breathing quickens. I can’t get enough air as sweat gathers under my arms and at my back. It reminds me too much of the attack.

      I press my back against the back wall and slide down as my legs give out. Not again. This can’t be happening again. Visions of blades piercing through spring maids and swords clashing as Tien tries to preserve my life swims through my mind. Then the memory of scaling walls and sitting huddled in a darkened bunker while feeling immense guilt washes over me.

      Not again.

      “Aria!” Carys hisses, trying to pull me back to my feet. She peers out again, then back at me. “Aria, what’s wrong?”

      Someone, a maid or other servant, rushes by, and Carys leaves me in my slump to step out of the alcove. 

      “Oh, my queen!” The servant sounds startled. Her voice is high-pitched and frantic, like a panicked Minnie Mouse. “It’s the Winter Queen! She’s here! She just barged her way in and…” I can’t see her since Carys blocks my view with her body, but I can hear the terror in her voice. It matches how I feel. “Do you think it’s another attack?”

      “What does Queen Silver want?” Carys demands, trying to keep the poor girl focused.

      My stomach turns with nausea and my mouth goes dry as I try to swallow despite the tightness in my throat. I know what the Winter Queen wants. Carys does too, so I wonder why she even bothered to ask, but I come up with nothing.

      I don’t hear the answer, but Carys is in her element and barks commands at the servant. “Go find Captain Firetail. Tell him to meet me in the eastern tower.”

      “Don’t you mean the western tower? There’s no way to get into the eastern tower—”

      “Just tell him,” Carys snaps.

      “Yes, Your Majesty.” The girl curtsies and then rushes off. 

      “She came early,” I whisper, hugging my knees. “We were supposed to have two days, but she came early.”

      Carys turns back to me, holding both hands out to help me up. I hesitate for a few seconds but force myself to take them and allow her to help me to my feet. When I’m steadied, she places two comforting hands on my shoulders. “Don’t panic, Aria. We’ll get out.”

      “Why did she come early?” My vision blurs. 

      The queen shakes her head. “Likely to prevent me…” She points at both of us, reminding me of one of our first conversations, but I can’t even smile. “From leaving before her deadline.”

      “So, she lied? She’s a fae. I thought the fae couldn’t lie.”

      Carys’s smile is morose. “I’m sure when she sent the messenger, she intended to come in two days, so it wasn’t a lie. She just changed her mind.”

      I guess that’s a nice way to get around it, I think bitterly. It turns my blood hot to even think about how the fae can’t lie, but they still can’t be trusted.

      “Are you ready?” Carys asks, gauging whether I’m about to crumple to the floor again or if my feet are back in working order. Without waiting for an answer, she grabs my hand and pulls me from the alcove, rushing the opposite way through the corridors. Our boots are still loud, clicking like tap dancers against the stone, but there’s enough commotion everywhere that two sets of boots will be mingled and indistinguishable from the rest. We hike up several flights of stairs and down several long hallways into a section I’ve never ventured before. I’m not sure I could find my way here if I wanted. If not for Carys, I’d be lost. 

      “We’re almost there,” she says, and suddenly, I recognize where we are. It was a roundabout way, but I see the familiar tapestry at the end of the hallway. The one with the myriad creatures of Faerie that conceal the secret staircase. The one that leads up to Carys’s secret rooftop view and down to leave the palace. “As soon as we meet the captain, we’ll slip out and make a plan—”

      “Tsk. Tsk,” an icy voice says from what sounds like all directions. Carys is the one to freeze this time. I dart behind a dark wood bust of some long dead royal.

      The Winter Queen steps out from the shadows she’s used to conceal herself only a few steps ahead. “My queen,” Queen Silver says, bowing low and dramatically with both arms extended in an exaggerated curtsy. Her metal crown captures the chandelier light, twisting it and dimming it as it reflects all around. I wonder how she wears it without harming herself. I remember Carys telling me how even being near the iron bars of her cell was draining. Maybe the Winter Queen’s crown isn’t actually metal.

      I don’t think Queen Silver has seen me, or perhaps she doesn’t care, but Carys dares a brief glance at me with wide unblinking eyes before she turns to the queen of shadows. I can’t even manage a smile, let alone mouth words of comfort.

      “You have gone back on our bargain,” Queen Silver says.

      “Oh?” Carys feigns innocence, but I can hear the tremor in her voice as I’m sure her thoughts are bombarded with memories of the horrible Winter dungeon. “Was my imprisonment supposed to be consecutive?” She’s playing dumb to stall. It’s smart, but I don’t know what I should do to take advantage of it. Think, Aria!

      The only thing I can come up with is to step out, to reveal myself and demand that she take me instead. I should somehow convince Queen Silver that I’m Carys so she’ll take me, and the real Carys can get away. That’s what I should do. 

      That’s what I should do.

      But I’m just a stupid teenage girl who watches too many movies with my foster family. Other than pretending to be this very queen who is about to be captured again, I have no experience with politics or negotiation or being a hero. I don’t know what I could even say to convince her she’s got the wrong girl. I might be human, I might be able to lie, but that doesn’t mean I’d be any good at it.

      Still, I have to try. C’mon, Aria! 

      I have to do something! But while I’m huddled behind the pinewood bust of some nameless queen from what is probably centuries—or what I know of the fae, millennia—ago, something happens. By the time I gather up the courage to do what I know I need to do, to reveal myself and sacrifice myself to this queen with the metal crown; by the time I will my limbs to unfreeze themselves… again; by the time I find the right words and stand up straight with the air and mimicry of what I’ve learned by spending so much time with High Queen Carys in order to convince her I am High Queen Carys; by the time I’m done with being a coward… both the Queen of Shadows and the High Queen of Faerie have vanished.
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        * * *

      

      There’s no point going after them. I don’t know which direction they went because I didn’t see them leave. I blanked. I missed it. I failed. And it would be just my luck to go try to save the High Queen myself, just to get stupidly killed. So, I walk back through the corridors with no idea where I’m going.

       I hear a fae coming but don’t look until she’s almost reached me so I can wipe the devastation from my face. 

      “Your Majesty,” she says, a little out of breath. With radioactive green hair and eyes the color of lavender, I recognize her voice as the fae who spoke to Carys not five minutes ago while I hid in my crumbled mess of fear in that alcove. “I’m sorry, I looked for the captain, I really did, but he’s gone. Maybe he’s gone after the Winter Queen?”

      I don’t tell her it doesn’t matter that she couldn’t find him. It’s too late.

      “Thank you,” I say. 

      “But there’s good news.” The fae’s tone matches her bright hair. “The Winter Queen has left. Whatever she came for, she’s gone now and so are all the fae who came with her.”

      I manage a smile but can’t find the words as acidic guilt builds up in my throat. 

      “Isn’t that splendid news?” the fae asks.

      I can’t tell her that the Winter Queen is gone because what she came for was the actual High Queen. I can’t tell her the truth because it would mean telling my secret. Our secret. I can’t tell her that her news isn’t good news at all. “Thank you for telling me.”

      The fae bows and skitters off.

      I wander back through the palace, making my way back to my rooms in the direction I think is the right way. It’s a miracle when I make it to the familiar hallway and walk into the familiar space, the familiar, cozy bedroom the queen and I have shared for so many days.

      I look at the vanity where Hillbap stood for hours each day to get us ready and make us look even more identical. To dress us in the same colored clothing and arrange our hair to be indistinguishable—taking twice as long on the queen as she did with me. I look at the open doorway toward the hobby/music/sitting room where I first told Carys about my foster family and she told me about her royal one. I see the edge of the dining table in the other room where Carys and I often sat for meals, relating to each other what happened during the day in case either of us are cornered with a conversation we weren’t actually a part of. I look at the bed where just last night we both lounged and talked and laughed long into the early hours of the morning.

      As I think about all the time I’ve had with Carys, about that fact that she has become a very dear friend to me, I realize I feel the way I’m sure the entire court felt the first time the Queen was taken. Minus the guilt but with all the devastation.

      Except this time… no one knows they took her because they all think I’m her. 

      She was doing so much good. She was putting her court back together. And even though she hadn’t addressed my concern about the treatment of the full fae, or about Faerie dying—I hadn’t found the right time to bring it up—I hoped that I could take her to those parts of Faerie soon so she could witness it for herself. The gray forest is proof that something is very wrong, and I’m almost certain if she saw it for herself, she would do something about it. 

      But now she’s gone. 

      I had foolishly worried about telling Tien and Sterling about her being here when we first learned the Winter Queen was in the palace. I worried Tien would stick true to his word and sacrifice her for me if we told them the truth. 

      But now I need to tell them. 

      Their knowing doesn’t matter anymore, because she was already taken. Again. I scramble to my feet again, put on my big girl pants, and turn to walk back out the door.

      I have to tell them.
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      I feel like I’m on a fool’s errand. We’ve searched for Queen Carys before. We searched for months. I searched for months. It’s foolish to think I could suddenly and finally find her after all this time. 

      And in less than two days.

      But my motivation is different this time. Before I searched for my lost queen as a loyal subject, the captain of the guard who was determined to find my sovereign, but this time feels different. It’s personal. Because if I don’t find my queen and bring her home, the girl I care very much for could be in danger.

      How in Vejo Patis’s name did Queen Silver find out about Aria? I wonder for the thousandth time. How did she know we placed a fake in the High Queen’s stead? But more importantly, why does she think we’ve been hiding the real queen within her own court all this time? 

      I brush the thoughts aside. It doesn’t matter. I have to find her.

      My footsteps are silent as I walk through the foliage of the forest west of West Raven. I haven’t ventured far, but if the Winter Queen’s accusations are true and the queen has come near the Raven Court, I need to find out for sure. My fingertips brush across leaves bent at unnatural angles and reach down to the dirt for any sign of the lost queen. I find nothing. The task feels futile and pointless.

      Or maybe it feels futile and pointless because this is not the task I want to be doing. All I can think about is that I should be back in West Raven, making sure Aria Whisk leaves Faerie and goes back to the human world where she’ll be safe. 

      I blow out a frustrated breath. Leave it to Aria to find some excuse to stay, despite the danger. My brother will only enable her thinking. He’ll let her make the choice despite the risks. I should go back. I should make sure they’ve left.

      No, I have to trust Sterling to get her out and safely back through the portal. I have to trust them. But the image of that golden-haired girl with bluebell-colored eyes, who looks so much like my queen but differs vastly from her in so many wonderful ways, fills my thoughts to the brim. And that moment… that last moment I saw her in the hallway with the haloed light of the window behind her, fills my soul with a multi-colored myriad of feelings. It becomes nearly impossible to focus.

       That kiss differed from the ones before it. I know, I know, she’s with my brother. And it’s foolish and traitorous to keep kissing my brother’s girl, but that last kiss felt… different. 

      I touch my lips at the memory, telling myself that I’m smelling and tasting my fingertips for any sign of the queen lingering in the dust and dirt I’ve collected. But it’s a lie, and I can’t even convince myself of it. My thoughts are far, far from it. The things I said to her could send me to the butcher’s block. I told her I’d sacrifice my queen for the safety of her. A human girl. If she didn’t know how I felt about her before. Those treasonous words should give her no doubt now. 

      But there’s something about that memory that pricks the edge until it’s uncomfortable. Like a dream I can’t quite remember, no matter how hard I try. That kiss differed from all the times I’ve kissed her before, and I don’t know why.

      A strange bird interrupts my thoughts. “Tia! Tia!”

      I snap back to my impossible task of locating the disappeared queen. More than once, I think I’ve found a trace of her, so I follow it but am always led to a dead end. This happens three or four times before I catch one that might be real. 

      I think I’m mistaken again, and it’s my imagination and my hope and my wishful thinking that I’ll find her so I can go back to protecting the one person I want to keep safe the most, but the distinctive whiff I catch on more than one branch tells me it’s real.

      I’ve found a sign—an actual sign—of my missing queen.

      It’s not fresh, perhaps a few days or even a few weeks old, but it’s undeniable. It means she’s been close to West Raven while her army and protection guards and her own people were within arm’s reach. Did she see Aria pretending to be her? Did she see she wasn’t missed because they thought their queen had returned? 

      I can’t think about the implications of that or worry that Queen Carys will react badly when she finds out. I just have to find her. 

      Excitement builds in my chest as I track her scent through the forest. For several exhilarating minutes, I crash through the trees, stopping occasionally to ensure I haven’t lost the trail. The cry of that strange bird grows closer. “Tia! Tia!” I ignore it as I focus on the scent. For the first time, I don’t pay attention to the direction I’m heading and nearly trip over a small cait sith who arches its back and hisses at me before bounding away. It doesn’t slow me down, and I keep going until I stumble onto well-manicured grounds. Looking up to see where I am, the hulking towers of the Raven Palace loom ahead.

      I’m back to where I started.

      I’m about to turn back and see if the scent leads elsewhere because surely if Queen Carys made it to the grounds, she would have announced herself to someone. Knowing her, it would not be a silent, quiet affair. But two familiar figures crying my name snap my attention to them.

      Tousled hair and a panicked expression—my infuriating little brother races toward me with his human girlfriend at his side. I try not to let my expression change when I look at the wild blonde hair trailing in a magnificent wave around her face and thoughts about the way her hair felt brushing against my cheeks in the hallway intrude.

      “Tien! Tien!” Aria cries. It’s the same sound as the mysterious bird I heard, and I realize they’ve been calling for me. I feel a rush of panic. 

      When they get closer, I see Aria’s eyes are red-rimmed and puffy, like she’s been crying. Sterling is stoic, but I’m surprised he isn’t clutching her, holding her in comfort. It’s what I would do if—

      Stop. 

      Even so, Sterling is keeping his distance from her. 

      I look over them both to make sure they’re unharmed. When I see no sign of bruise or blood, I lift my hands in an exacerbation. “What’s wrong?”

      Aria tells me everything. 

      She tells me how Queen Carys snuck into the palace days ago, which explains the trail I just followed. She explains how the two of them, queen and human, have pretended to be one another, making sure no one saw them together as the High Queen went about the Queen’s political duties. 

      No wonder she’s been so excellent at being queen. The girl in all those meetings was the actual queen. But the idea that while I’ve been in those meetings, thinking I was spending all this time with Aria, the real Aria has spent most of her days out riding water horses with Sterling. 

      I can’t help but think about all those embraces, all of those intimate, stolen moments, and wonder with a sinking horror that the reason she was so willing to kiss someone who was not her boyfriend was because she wasn’t actually Aria. Those moments were with my queen. The thought is unsettling and disappointing.

      I’m sure I imagine the way the real Aria’s eyes flit to me and then away again. Of course, my damned hope makes me wonder if at least one of those kisses was with her, but I squash the hope before it can blossom. I’m sure all the times she pushed me away or denied anything was happening between us were her.

      “I want to take Queen Carys’s place,” Aria blurts, interrupting my thoughts. “Since a human can’t enter the Winter Court, I want to find them and trade myself so you can get her to safety.”

      “For the love of Vejo, no!” I interrupt at the same time Sterling shouts, “Aria, no!”

      “But it’s the only way!” she argues. The beautiful, infuriating girl stamps her feet and crosses her arms. “It’ll buy you time to get her away.”

      “No.” My voice is firm. There’s no way I’m letting her get anywhere near the ice queen. “I’m not risking it, Aria. You could still be killed. No, we’ll think of something else.”

       She looks at me as if to protest, but I continue, “The Winter Queen might not be coming for you now that she has the real queen, but I still think we need to get you home to the human world while we strategize how to get her back.”

      Aria looks defeated, but she nods in agreement. Still, there’s something there. There’s some stubborn determination hiding behind her eyes that fills me with fear. Aria Whisk has been known to run off and do what she thought was right in the past, evading me and running off to the Summer Court without thought of her safety or anyone else’s, so I’m not taking any chances. I make a mental note to have guards, lots of guards, watch her until I can get her safely back home. 

      In fact, I think it’s only prudent that I personally make sure Sterling and Aria walk through that portal. 

      “First, we need to regroup,” I say. “We need to talk to the general and tell him about the queen being here and everything that has happened. Then we need to come up with a plan.” I pause, thinking this through.

      Aria nods in agreement.

      “And no more secrets.” I point at her.

      Her nod is slower, more hesitant.

      “Aria?” I tilt my head downward. She must know the seriousness of this. She cannot go off running. 

      “I hear you, Tien,” she says, turning to Sterling and folding her arms in annoyance.

      Guards. Lots of guards. Then get her home.

      Tell the general, get all the information we need from Aria. I tick off in my head. Then send her back as soon as possible.

      If only there was a way to seal the portal after them, but the thought is fleeting. I don’t think I could cut off my only way to see Aria ever again, even if it’s best that she goes home. Possibly forever this time.

      “Come on,” I say, not letting my thoughts show on my face. “Let’s get back to the palace.”
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        * * *

      

      I sit on the same cold, hard floor, against the same wall, in the same position with my knees hitched up to my chest, as I did the last time I royally screwed up. 

      Nothing has changed, apparently. 

      It’s all my fault… again. The last time I sat here wallowing in my guilt, the Raven Palace had been attacked, and Maeve—sweet, sweet Maeve—was killed. I think about her kind, pale eyes. How she believed in me, even though she knew I wasn’t the queen. I still feel an ache in my heart at her absence. I still miss her.

      It’s my fault she was killed. She and so many others we lost that day.

      And then Sterling had to urge me to get close to someone else. This time, it was a queen, but now I’ve lost her too. I ponder about the time I spent with Queen Carys. Chatting for so many hours. Plotting our days so our secret wasn’t discovered. I don’t regret getting to know her. I don’t regret getting close to her. I’m glad she’s my friend, and I miss her too.

      But Carys isn’t dead, Aria, I remind myself. She isn’t dead. It’s not the same as Maeve because she’s still alive which means I can still fix this.

      Hillbap comes into the room carrying a wooden tray that looks too big for her to hold. I note there are several guards outside the door before she closes it, which isn’t typical, but I’m more distracted by the contents on the tray. At least a half dozen cans of soda are stacked on it. I’ve had soda in Faerie before, but the sight of something from my world is almost comical to see in this fairytale land. Hillbap knows what happened and knows I blame myself. She doesn’t say a word as she offers me the tray meant to make me feel better. I take a can of Sprite and then pop the top to hear the familiar, comforting hiss.

      I wonder if she knew it would help. The leprechaun never asked much about my world when the queen and I told her the truth about us, but I wonder if she knew a little piece of my world would lighten my mood and soothe my sorrow. As I sip at the lemon-lime flavor, the carbonation burning my mouth, I’m reminded of the maid’s story and how she sacrificed herself for her sister at her last job.

       I’ve been beating myself up for not stepping out when the Winter Queen came for Carys, for not announcing myself and insisting that I was the queen, and she should take me instead.

      But maybe I can still fix it.

      The sugar is helping my mood. I take a larger gulp. 

      Maybe I can still trade places. There might still be time. As long as the swap happens soon enough that Carys can get away before the Winter Queen figures out she can’t take me into her court, it might still work. 

      First, I have to get past the guards in the hallway. I assume Tien put them there to prevent me from leaving. Stretching out my stiff joints that have been scrunched for so long, I walk to peek out the door. Two guards stand just outside and three more line the hallway.

      “Is there something you need, my queen?” one asks. 

      I shake my head and shut the door. Tien must think I’m a flight risk. I can’t blame him. I’ve snuck off before, but I could use his overprotectiveness to my advantage. If I can just get away before he notices, get a head start, as soon as he realizes I’m gone, he’ll come after me. I just have to make sure the Winter Queen agrees to make the trade and Carys is long gone before he finds us. Otherwise, he might drag me back before I can do anything. 

       I think this could work. 

      “Hillbap?”

      She had gone into the dining room but pops her head out. “Yes, Aria?”

      “Do you know how to get to the Winter Court?”

      She nods, but the skin between her brows pinches in concern. “Yes. What do you propose to do?”

      I straighten my shoulders and inject determination into my tone. “Help me sneak out. Then we’re going to catch up to Queen Silver to make a trade.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      My heart is pounding. We have a plan. And it’s time to engage step one.

      Hillbap looks at me, silently asking if I’m really going to do this. 

      Am I really going to do this? 

      I smooth the dark gray skirts Hillbap has dressed me in to calm my nerves. It’s different from the dresses I’ve worn thus far in preparation for where I’m going. I have to look like a queen to sell my story, but I also want to be warm since, you know, Winter Court. Even if I can’t cross the barrier, I’m sure the weather will get colder the farther south I travel. So, true to any medieval Renaissance Fair, I’m wearing layers of dresses. The more fancy, outer dress has a square neckline, revealing the simpler dress underneath. It flows from top to bottom, the hem brushing the tops of my boots so I don’t trip. A luxurious golden-colored rope is tied high on my waist. Although layers are important for warmth, the dress is also long-sleeved and flares out at my elbows. I love the way it changes color in a gradient from the dark gray to white. Too bad I’m dressed to turn myself over to be a prisoner and not something more fun. 

      I consider Hillbap’s question again. Am I really doing this? I nod once, straighten my shoulders, take a deep breath, and brace myself.

      She opens the door to the hallway and walks out. Her voice is low and quiet as she speaks to the guards. The stampede rushing of several pairs of boots clomping down the corridor tells me our plan is working. I venture a glance out the door and see Hillbap has cleared all the guards, except for the one she talks to now. She waves her arms with big dramatic gestures as she expresses her big complaint with the queen’s guards. Her tone is angry and firm and nearly hysterical.

      I’m impressed.

      Even though Hillbap is such a tiny thing, less than half the size of the guard, I can tell in the tension of his posture and the tone of his voice that he’s not only taking her seriously but is legit scared of her as he endures her scolding. I have to cover my mouth to keep myself from laughing out loud at the sight. If I could snap a picture, it would make an awesome meme. 

      Hillbap has the guard angled so his back is toward me, making it easy to slip out and walk the other direction down the hallway. When I’m out of sight, I quicken my pace as I navigate the corridors and stairwells, taking the shorter route to the eastern tower.

      Whenever I see a guard or a servant, I slip into an alcove or behind a curtain. If I’m seen, I just nod at them with purposeful steps and keep walking. By acting like I’m not supposed to be holed up in my room and I have free rein of the palace, I’m not stopped or questioned by any of them. Sometimes I pretend I can gather shadows around me to conceal myself like the Winter Queen and the fae I pass don’t even look my way. Maybe they’re just ignoring me. It also makes me suspect that Tien only ordered a handful of guards to keep me in my rooms. It makes escaping that much easier if it’s true.

      Almost too easy. No. I can’t think like that. This will work. This has to work. 

      But right when I’ve almost reached the tower, someone calls from behind.

      “Carys!”

      I turn and plaster on a smile. 

      “Hey, Atlas.” I try not to act impatient as I greet the prince, but this is my only chance to get away. It’s only a matter of time before Tien realizes what I’ve done. If he catches me before I make it to the Winter Queen, to Carys, he will hold me under heavy lock and key and my plan will be ruined. I wouldn’t put it past him to stand guard personally and not let me out of his sight… for the rest of my life.

      I shake the thought as an unexpected feeling twists my insides.

      “Sage and Ophi keep asking about Stardale,” Atlas says. “Have you had time to think about it? Can we go?”

      “I-I…”

      “You promised. Carys, you promised to think about it.”

      Actually, this trip to North Raven gives me an idea. “Tell you what,” I say. “I have to go to Graycrest today.” I think quickly and hope it’s the right name of a city in the Autumn Court. “So why don’t you gather everyone, pack a few bags, and meet me there for dinner. Then we’ll head up to Stardale tomorrow morning.”

      “Okay, okay, I’ll grab everyone, we’ll pack, and we’ll meet you there.” Atlas’s face lights up—so I know I guessed the name of the Autumn city right—but it also reveals that it isn’t only the youngest Elmwhisk kids who have been hoping for this family trip. He’s been hoping for it too. And I suspect the rest of them as well. Piz, Quin, Celeste, all of them. This is perfect. They’re happy, and now Carys has a place to go after I switch places with her.

      “But Atlas?” I say, touching his arm before he rushes off. “Don’t tell anyone where we’re going, except for the guards you take with you.” When a crease forms between his eyebrows, I continue. “There is still a threat, and I don’t want the Winter Queen to know where I’ve gone.” 

      “Yes, yes, of course.”

      Hopefully that covers it. Hopefully it will be safe for her.

      I wait until he walks away before I break into a sprint to make up for lost time. 

      Running also helps squash my depressed feeling about missing out on the trip myself. I would love to travel through Faerie with Carys’s brothers and sisters. I’ve never been to North Raven, but I wouldn’t care about the destination if it meant I got to be with them. I love each of the Elmwhisks as if they were my own family. At least Carys will get to make up for the time she lost. I cling to that thought. If this works, she’ll get to go. 

      At least there’s that.

      When I reach the dead-end hallway with the elaborate tapestry, I do what I saw Carys do and feel along the smooth stone underneath. Sure enough, I feel a square button flush with the wall and push it with two fingers until I hear a satisfying click. To its right, a section of the stone juts inward, revealing the now-unlocked door. I push it, unveiling the familiar pitch-black dark stairwell. 

      To go down, Carys said, just keep my right hand on the wall and take the steps one at a time. Enveloping myself in darkness when I shut the door, I feel that same rightness again. It’s strange to feel this way when I can’t see a thing, but my mind is clear, and I easily make my way down the narrow staircase. At the bottom, I see strips of light bleeding around the edges of what has to be the exit. When I reach the bottom landing, I press into the door with both hands until it slides open with a grinding, stone-against-stone sound. Sunshine illuminates the entire stairwell tower. I have to squint and blink several times. When my eyes adjust to the light, I spot two mare horses several feet ahead. Just as planned.

      I can tell they’re both mares, which leads me to believe I must have had experience with horses before my memory loss. If my comfort and joy in riding Madseok was not evidence enough.

      One mare is a deep mahogany color while the other is a black and white piebald. Both have eyes so dark, they look black. Next to them is my tiny, child-sized, loyal and intelligent maid, Hillbap.

      So far, so good.

      “You beat me here,” I say, but then realize Atlas held me up for a few minutes. “Did Sterling ask questions?”

      “No. And I said nothing to him, but he looked busy.”

      “Good.” He probably wanted to get everything in order with the stables and the horses before he has to go back to the human world. I can’t bring him with me because he might try to stop me, but since he came with me last time, hopefully he won’t suspect me leaving without him.

      I mount the darker horse. Hillbap has a bit of difficulty getting onto hers, but she refuses my help. Soon, we’re concealed in the forest, traveling swiftly south, toward the Winter Court.

      As the dry breeze whips against my face, I learn this mare knows where she’s going. I try to think about how long Carys has been gone and how much of a head start they have. Since that moment in the hallway where I blacked out, or blocked out the exact moment Queen Silver took the High Queen, I have wallowed, found Sterling and Tien, spilled out the entire truth about the juggling act Carys and I have undertaken, wallowed some more, plotted and planned with Hillbap, and then engaged step one.

      It’s been more than a few hours.

      I also have to assume the Winter Queen would not come without some entourage or retinue with her, even a small group. I imagine they’re moving at a slower pace than us, especially now that the ice queen has her prize. 

      I push my mare harder, urging her into a gallop. It’s easy. The horse is pliable and willing. It’s not the same as riding Madseok, not even in the slightest. I hate the rigidness of riding on land, but it’s the same principle, and I’ve had plenty of practice.

      It doesn’t take long to notice Hillbap cannot keep up the same pace on the piebald. Her small body atop such an enormous horse in comparison must be uncomfortable. It would suit her better to ride a pony, but a smaller horse couldn’t keep up either. At this pace, we’ll never reach them in time.

      I pull at the reins, slowing my mare to a trot in order for her to catch up. 

      “Perhaps I should go on ahead alone.”

      “But, Miss—”

      “I would hate for something to happen to you if something goes wrong or if this ends badly.”

       She hesitates but nods, realizing what I didn’t say, that she’s been holding me back.

      “I saw Atlas Elmwhisk in the hallway on my way out,” I say. “I told him to gather the other princes and princesses and meet me—meet Carys—in Graycrest this evening. I need you to meet up with her and tell her.”

      “Yes, Miss. But are you sure you want to do this?”

      “Yes, I’m sure. It’s my fault the palace was attacked. I owe it to Queen Carys and to her court to do this. Besides, the Winter Queen can’t take a human into her court anyway, right?”

      “Right, no, of course. You know what’s best.” She is still hesitant. I think she wants to convince me to stay behind. But maybe she knows I’ll go anyway, even if she tries. We have gotten to know each other fairly well these past few days—or weeks, I’ve lost track. I say goodbye and then ride hard, kicking my feet into the sides of the horse and pushing my head down, urging the mare to run faster. 

      We make better time now that I’m no longer worried about losing the leprechaun, but it’s still nothing compared to riding Madseok. The thought of riding Madseok across the waves of The Sea of Neptulus puts a smile on my face. I miss feeling the exhilarating speed and sea spray on my face. What I wouldn’t give to be with him right now, charging up the swells and diving deep, feeling the heart-pounding, glorious rush of riding a water horse. Who knows how long it will be before I can ride him again? Too bad he’s not the one taking me to the Winter Court, but cabbyll-ushteys don’t run well on land. Sterling says it hurts them if they get too far away from the sea.

      When the trees become denser, we have to slow our steps to avoid crashing into them. I realize I’ve missed the path to Winter somewhere. It wasn’t well-marked and was narrow in some parts, but it wasn’t this narrow. At a slower trot, I lift my head, looking around to find the path again. I don’t dare zigzag too much, but I’d also hate to go in a straight line only to miss the trail and the Winter Court by dozens of miles.

      “Where is it?” I mutter under my breath as dread washes over me. Maybe I shouldn’t have sent Hillbap away so soon. Several minutes pass, and the trees all look the same.

      Then I hear the ringing of a bell.

      Oh no.

      I know that sound. I could never forget that sound. It’s the hypnotizing bell of a biloko. My panic spikes, and I pull the reins of my horse away from it. It doesn’t matter if I find the path of a biloko—or as I like to call it, a Grass Beard—convinces me to hack off body parts for its dinner. The last time I ran into a biloko, Tien had to cut it down. But he’s not here, and I doubt he’s close.

      After only a few steps, I hear the bell again. Despite turning away from it, the bell sounds closer. I press both hands against my ears, trying to block out the sound and pray the bell doesn’t also influence horses. 

      Blocking my ears doesn’t help. I hear it again, but this time to my right.

      My horse’s ears prick.

      “No. No, no, no, no.” I pat her neck. “Don’t listen to it. We can’t—”

      It rings again… on the left.

      Are there more than one?

      Another one rings behind us while another rings ahead.

      The one ahead rings again and again.

      Maybe I should just check it out. It might be something else. It’s probably not dangerous. Maybe someone needs help. Maybe they can help me find my way back to the path. The mare has the same idea and walks toward the sound ahead.

      It feels like I’ve forgotten something or there’s something I’m supposed to remember. It’s at the edge of my memory, I just can’t quite bring it to the surface.

      A bell rings.

      It doesn’t matter. I’m sure I’ll think of it just as soon—

      Kraa!

      The cry of a raven snaps me out of the daze. Bile burns my throat. I don’t think, I just kick at my horse, pushing her to run through the trees and away from the reach of the sound of the biloko’s bell. We dart back and forth, trying not to hit any of the trees. After pushing hard for several minutes, the trees open up and we’re back on the path.

      I can’t be sure, but I wonder if it was my raven who just saved us. I’ll have to thank her the next time I see her. As soon as the thought enters, black and red blocks my entire vision. I have to pull my mare to a screeching halt as I’m attacked by fluttering and… feathers.

      Kraa!

      My raven’s wings flap against my face. Her powerful wings feel like slaps, and I have to lift my arms to shield my face.

      Kraa! Kraa! Kraa!

      “What are you doing? What’s wrong?” I ask, swatting at her until I feel a painful, piercing slice across my right cheek from a sharp claw. “Ow!” I put some power behind my punch, which lands. She flies backward, careening in a spiral in the air until she hits the trunk of a tree with a heavy thud and slumps to the ground. 

      The attack finally over, I touch my cheek and then pull back with blood-stained fingers. 

      My raven rights herself, shaking her head of the blow and flutters her red-tipped wings. She’s fine. I just stunned her. But I had to stop her. 

      “I’m sorry I hit you, but that hurt!”

      Kraa! she says, fluttering her wings again as if she’s about to take flight. Kraa! She screams at me.

      I hold my hands up in surrender. “Don’t attack me again! What’s wrong? Is the biloko close?”

      Kraa! Kraa!

      “Is it something else? Another danger?”

      “Why am I even asking you? You won’t answer back,” I say, annoyed. I dismount from my mare, feeling at my cheek again. I’m sure it’s a nasty gash, but it probably looks worse than it is. Stripping some leaves from a nearby fern and praying they aren’t poisonous, I use them to dab the blood from my cheek. It’s the best I can do without a first-aid kit. I’d go back to the palace, but I can’t let a tiny cut ruin my entire plan. If I go back, they will lock away Carys in Winter for good.

      My raven watches what I’m sure is a poor attempt to wipe away the gore. It’s hard to know how bad it looks without a mirror. Kraa!

      “Why don’t you shift into your human form and tell me what’s wrong?” I say. “I don’t know why you’ve never done it before, but you’ve also never attacked me before.”

      Kraa! At least she has the decency to look guilty. Or as guilty as a beady-eyed, red-tipped bird can look. But I doubt she’ll show me her human form today. 

      “Look, thank you for saving me back there, but I’m fine. I’m safe, and this thing I’m doing, I’ll be okay. I’m going to switch places with the queen, but it’s okay. I have a plan.”

      That makes her agitated again. She flutters her wings, lifting into the air. I lift my arms again in defense, but she doesn’t attack again. Instead, she flies up to a branch to shout at me. Kraa! Kraa!

      “The Winter Queen can’t take humans into her court,” I explain. “I’m just hoping to trade places with Carys long enough for her to get to safety. The Winter Queen won’t even be able to take me to her court.”

      Kraa! Kraa! Kraa!! She lifts her wings, fluttering them as if ready to take flight again.

      “If you can’t tell me what’s wrong, I’m leaving. I’m running out of time,” I say and re-mount the mare, adjusting my skirts on either side of the saddle. 

      Kraa!

      “Your cawing at me won’t change my mind.” I lift the reins and dig my feet into the flank of the mare to continue through the forest.

      Kraa! Kraa! Kraa!

      I hear the flapping of her wings as she takes flight again, but this time she just glides several feet above my head.

      “Look, if you want to help, make sure Tien knows I’m gone. I mean, I suspect he knows already, but make sure he’s aware and plans to come after me.”

      She kraas once more, then takes off back in the opposite direction. Back toward West Raven. I dig in to get my horse moving faster, back into her gallop along the narrow pathway, and pray that I get to Carys before my raven gives Tien a matching gash.
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      The nervousness I felt before slipping out of my rooms is gone now, despite the painful pulsing of the gash on my face. I curse the red-tipped raven under my breath.

      The decision to save the queen has been made, and I’m doing it. I watch for signs of movement or something else that might attack but try to ignore anything that is not an obvious caravan of winter fae. All I need is it to run into another Grass Beard, a biloko, or some other terrifying creature who wants a slice of my flesh for dessert. I bet there are creatures out here who can smell the sticky blood on my face. But after my raven’s strange attack, nothing else tries to stop me. After several hours, I finally hear the clopping of hooves and the rolling of wheels. I slow the mare and make sure I’m not seen as I spy on the fae who took Carys.

      My senses heighten as my adrenaline pumps energy into my limbs. The bitter scent of pine burns my nostrils so much I can almost taste it. My breathing is too loud, so I control it, quieting it as I creep up on the caravan. I think the mare also senses the need to be silent, or maybe she knows how close we are to the winter fae. Either way, she also takes great care to keep her steps soft.

      Peering through branches and leaves, I see Carys is trapped in some sort of wooden cage with metal bars across two of its four walls sitting on top of a trailer. I can’t see her well, but it looks as if she’s crouched on the floor, pushing herself as far away from the metal as she can get against the wood. 

      Anger builds seeing her that way. I remember her terrifying descriptions of the last time she was in the clutches of Winter. It angers me, but also fills me with even more determination. 

      The iron won’t hurt me. I just have to convince the Winter Queen to let me take her place. Easy peasy. I watch them for several minutes without making a move. It’s probably out of cowardice, but I tell myself I’m strategizing. I go over my planned speech again and again. I’m just gathering up the courage to step out and reveal myself. That’s it. I have to make a grand entrance because if I can’t pull off this performance, it will all fall apart.

      Am I really going to do this? 

      Yes. I care about the queen and what happens to her. I’m doing this.

      I pull upward on the reins of the mahogany horse, lifting her head higher as I keep my chin raised. Then… we walk out of the sanctuary of the trees and onto the well-worn path. 

      “You have the wrong queen.” I speak loudly, my tone is clear. 

      If I didn’t know better, I would have sworn Queen Silver just rolled her eyes in annoyance, but I don’t miss a puff of air she blows out of her lips. Am I not convincing enough? You have to be better, Aria!

      The queen of shadows sits in an open carriage with piles and folds of black and navy skirts all around her. Her bodice is tight, but she wears a white fur cape that rests on the curve of her shoulders. She lifts a hand, prompting her entourage to stop. When it does, she steps down from the carriage in a fluid motion.

      I mimic her as I dismount from my horse and walk toward her, keeping my head high and my fingers clasped firmly behind me so she doesn’t see the quaking of my hands. 

      “I cannot allow you to take this hu— this… girl in my place.” I try to say human, but it just doesn’t come out. It’s just nerves. Hold it together! You have to do this!

      Queen Silver studies me for several seconds, her eyes boring straight through mine as she stares. She walks closer, leaving only a few paces between us before stopping as she continues to watch me. 

      She’s just trying to intimidate me… or figure out if I’m lying. Ugh! This will never work. She knew I was human, and that I wasn’t the queen at that summit. There’s no way I’m convincing enough for her to believe she’s made a mistake! She must know I’m human, so she must know I’m lying.

      “You’d sacrifice yourself for her?” Queen Silver is amused, which is unexpected and throws me off. I expected her to say something about my obviously macabre face.

      “Yes, I’m the one you want.” I surprise even myself that a stutter doesn’t fly out and give me away. Who knows, maybe the injury makes me more badass. I’ll have to thank my raven later.

      “Fine.” Queen Silver waves a dismissive hand, a bored gesture. “It doesn’t matter to me which princess I have.” She instructs that the cage be unlocked. The high queen—who I hope they think is actually the weak Aria Whisk—is dragged out. 

      When Carys stumbles into the waning sunlight, she blinks several times the way I did after emerging from the eastern tower, as if the very light hurts. 

      The same fae who let her out walks toward me, ready to drag me in her place. I back away. “Could I just have a moment with this… girl before you take me?”

      The Winter Queen waves another hand. “I’ll allow it.”

      “What are you doing?” Carys hisses when she gathers her bearings and reaches me. She sounds surprised and shocked and relieved all at once. And there’s something else. Another emotion, but I can’t quite name it because it isn’t arrogance or satisfaction. 

      I tell her where to find Hillbap and where she’s supposed to meet her siblings. 

      “What happened to your face?”

      “I got attacked by a raven. It’s fine.” I wave it off. “So maybe head that way toward the Autumn Court. Or at least send a message if you don’t think it’s safe, but I think it’s a good starting point. I told Atlas to make sure they’re discreet when they leave.”

      “Thank you.” Carys nods and turns to leave, but then rushes at me and pulls me into a crushing embrace that steals the air from my lungs.

      I hug her back. As scary as it is to take her place as a prisoner, I feel a rightness similar to how I felt in the darkened stairwell. I’m terrified, but I have no regrets.

      We release each other. 

      “Jinx,” she says, managing a half-smile.

      I frown in confusion.

      “You said it was a human thing, I—”

      I chuckle, remembering the circumstances of almost getting caught by Hillbap and the aftermath that propelled us into becoming friends. “That’s not how you use it.”

      She shrugs “I just thought it would make you feel better.”

      I smile. “It does.”

      “Goodbye, Carys,” she says, eyeing the winter fae behind us.

      “Good luck, Aria,” I say and wink.

      The high queen hugs me once more before walking away toward my horse. She hasn’t even mounted before one of the winter fae grabs my arms roughly, hard enough I have to bite back a yelp and know I’ll see bruising as soon as I’m released. They drag me toward the cage, hauling me up and into the open bars before tossing me inside and slamming the iron door.

      I press myself against the back wall and don the same position Carys did, all hunched down and miserable. I don’t need to stay away from the metal bars since they won’t hurt me, but I have to act the part. I know it’s just the idea of being imprisoned that makes me feel so uncomfortable, but I suppose it’s a good thing because it makes the acting easier.

      I wrap my arms around my knees—the same position I was in before I stopped feeling sorry for myself and finally took action—and I tick off the boxes in my head: step one, check. 

      Now for step two, which is twofold: first, pray the Winter Queen doesn’t kill me when she realizes I can’t enter her court; and second, hope Tien has figured out I’m gone, maybe even with the help of my damned raven. Hopefully Tien knows and is already on his way.
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        * * *

      

       Once the adrenaline of what I’ve done wears off and the monotony of sitting huddled in a freaking cage atop a trailer as we wind our way through Faerie subsides, I have nothing to do but wallow in my thoughts. 

      I knew this would be the result of step one, but I didn’t realize just how not-fun it would be. I’m a prisoner. In a cage. It’s something I never dreamed would ever happen to me as I lived my teenage life of midterms and watching high school football games.

      We’re still in a sort of forest, but as we travel farther south, the groups of deciduous elms and maples and aspens turn to clustered pines and evergreens and spruces. The layers of my dress keep me warm, even through the flared-out sleeves, but I can still feel the air turning chillier with each step. I’m glad I had the foresight to dress warm. Or perhaps, the cold is just another sign of my adrenaline waning. 

      Off in the not-too-far distance, huge, hulking, snow-capped mountains fill the horizon. 

      Those must be part of the Winter Court. 

      My heart thrums at the thought of what I’ve done, of where I’m going, and reality sets in. As a domino effect, my breathing quickens and my pulse races as beads of sweat coalesce at my brow despite the cold. My injured cheek aches and is stiff and cold with dried blood.

       It’s okay. It’ll be okay, I attempt to soothe myself. We won’t even make it to the Winter Court before Tien shows up and breaks me out, just as expected. I couldn’t tell Tien the plan beforehand, of course, because he would have stopped me. But I know I can count on him to come after me now. I’m sure of it. I bet he noticed my absence long ago and is almost here. He’s close. He’s pissed off at me, I’m sure, but I bet he’s almost here. I’m kinda looking forward to seeing just how red-faced he is and the scolding I’ll get when he breaks me out.

      But if by some miscalculation Tien hasn’t noticed yet, if his meeting with the general to find Carys took too long, if my raven didn’t make it or couldn’t communicate my absence to him, I doubt the Winter Queen can even take me past those icy mountains. These winter fae will have to turn around or stop as soon as they realize they can’t take me a step further.

      I haven’t thought this part through since I don’t know what the Winter Queen will do when she realizes the girl she traded for can’t be taken to her court. She’ll be mad, but maybe she’ll just haul me back to the Raven Palace and demand we swap back. By that time, Carys will be long gone. She’ll be safe in Stardale. Or, if she’s smart, she’ll go somewhere no one knows where to find her.

      By that time, I’ll be back in the Raven Court surrounded by star fae who will know what to do. 

      I worry that’s the best-case scenario, so instead of freaking myself out with other possibilities, I turn my body so I can’t see the mountains. I unfocus my vision as I stare off to the side of the path. I spot bone-white trees stripped of leaves and branches, standing like corporeal specters among their living counterparts. At first, they only dot the forest here and there, but sometimes I see clumps of five or six dead trees together. Sometimes more. None of them are like the dead forest I saw with Sterling on my way to Isi Aura, but it’s still disconcerting. The sight of them fills me with grief and guilt. If I were in my world, the mortal, human world, I wouldn’t think anything of seeing a few dead trees. Trees die, just like anything. But they’re not supposed to in Faerie, at least not like this. Seeing them only reminds me of the devastation that is happening at the hands of the star fae. The good guys. But since Carys arrived, I haven’t done a single thing to stop it. I haven’t even told her.

      I was so caught up in prancing around the palace, making sure I got my time riding Madseok, spending time with Sterling and playing princess. It never came up. I should have brought it up. 

      And now I’m stuck in a cage and can’t do a single thing about it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The sky darkens and an explosion of glittering stars appear. The sight reminds me of the way the Summer Court shines. But even more, it reminds me of that night on the roof with Carys. Was it only last night? Time in Faerie is strange, but that memory fills me with such a feeling of belonging, of friendship and sisterhood, it eases my worries and reminds me why I’m here. I care about Carys and her court, and I’m happy to sacrifice my freedom for a few moments in order to preserve hers.

        I crane my neck while keeping my distance from the poisonous metal bars to look for Pleiades, the seven sisters. I can’t see them. I’m not familiar enough with the other constellations to know if these are the same stars I might see in my backyard at Lindsey and Blake’s house, or if walking through a portal to this magical land also means the stars are different. I’d never heard of Pleiades before Carys told me the story, but that doesn’t mean they’re not visible from the human world. Either way, these stars are brilliant and bright and beautiful in the frigid Winter sky.

      Thinking about the human world and my foster family, I wonder what they’re doing right now, Lindsey and Blake and Ian. I have no way of knowing what day it is, but I wonder if they’re sitting down to Sunday dinner? Or is it Saturday night and Ian is off with the football team while Lindsey and Blake cuddle up on the couch with microwave popcorn and a heist film? Are they missing me?

      Seconds or minutes or hours pass. I can’t tell which. It’s been dark for a long while, and I wonder why we haven’t stopped for the night or even for a short time to rest the horses. I have paid little attention to the beasts who pull my cage, but when the moonlight filters through the canopy and they step into the light, I shudder at the sight. These are not typical horses.

      Metal spikes that look similar to Queen Silver’s crown create a crest from their head and down their backs. Plated black metal covers the majority of their bodies. What skin I can see looks decayed and rotten. They have pockmarks of broken flesh in some places, thread-bare skin with the harsh angles of bone beneath. In others, skin is absent altogether. Where there should be eyes are merely dark sockets that emit an eerie pinkish glow. They look more like undead horses. Zombie horses. If that’s what they are, undead, perhaps they don’t need to rest.

      They’re something else I don’t want to look at, so I turn back to look out into the darkened trees.

      The muscles in my arms and shoulders ache as I’ve had them wrapped around my knees for so long, attempting to trap the last bit of warmth as we cross into the shadow of the mountain. The crunching of hooves on freshly fallen snow pricks my ears. I see a fine layer of it blanketing the ground. The snow gets deeper with each step. I realize with not a little of horror that we might already be in the Winter Court. Did we cross over and I didn’t notice?

      The pathway has widened. I notice the carriage carrying the Winter Queen has pulled up alongside my cage.

      “You seem surprised. Were you not confident in your plan?” she asks. “Did you not expect me to accept your trade?”

      I know she’s just trying to goad me, so I don’t answer. Maybe the part about humans not being able to enter the Winter Court isn’t entirely accurate. Maybe I can go into Winter Court territory, but not the palace? I won’t satisfy her by asking the question. It was never mentioned if the Winter Queen knows humans can’t enter her court, and I’m not about to show all my cards by bringing it up.

      “It was noble. I’ll give you that. But it was very foolish. I wonder…” She pauses. “Would she have done the same for you?”

      The queen says nothing else and directs her driver to pull her carriage behind me again, leaving me back in my own thoughts. I’m grateful, until panic begins to seep in.

      Where is Tien? I thought he would have realized my absence by now. I assumed he’d be racing toward me now, that he’d already be here. Perhaps I was faster on that horse than I thought? Or perhaps I was more confident in my assumption that he’d come? Maybe he knows but isn’t coming.

      I have to make a Plan B. Especially if they’re somehow able to take me all the way to the Winter Palace without a single obstacle or rescue attempt.

      I’m sure they’ll have to take me out of this cage to escort me to the dungeons, so I’ll have to count on their surprise when they realize I can’t go in. I must take advantage of that surprise and slip away before the winter fae can figure out what to do, then find somewhere to hide until I can make my way back north. That, or get a message to someone so they know where I am. I might still get out of this.

      If I’m not prepared, if I don’t take that chance to slip away, who knows what will happen?

      My thoughts mull over this, looking at it from every angle, from every possibility, until I think I fall asleep. The next thing I know, we’re in the deep canyon filled with even darker shadows made by those snow-capped—which up close, look more like ice-capped—mountains, towering on either side of us. 

      I have to look away when I see glowing yellow eyes watching me from the darkness. Suddenly, I’m grateful for the safety of my cage. A group of creatures gather the courage to come closer, to leer with their demon-red eyes. They look like short old men with coarse hair hanging down and staves with pikes at the top. All wear red hats that look as if they’ve been drenched in blood. One flashes long, pointed teeth at me and stares with unblinking eyes. I refuse to be intimidated by him and stare right back. 

      He leans in and says, “This time, we’ll take some of that halfling blood.” Its breath is hot and smells like a corpse. “That’s what you get for defying our queen.”

      “Watch yourself!” I snap. I don’t know where that came from, but I don’t rein it in and lower my voice to a growl. “I won’t be in here forever, so watch your tongues.”

      The creature hisses at me before stomping off. A huge part of me, the part that cares if I make it out of Faerie alive, wishes I still froze with fear at the sight of any fae. Though debilitating, the neraidaphobia—fear of faeries—was some sort of safeguard.

      Stupid or not, the creatures leave me alone after that. But my thoughts don’t. I feel myself spiraling as we move deeper and deeper into the Winter Court. 

      Where is Tien? He should be here by now. Maybe I shouldn’t have counted on him coming. Maybe I should’ve figured out how to get him in the loop somehow. Maybe I should’ve sent Hillbap back to tell him instead of insisting that she stay with Carys until she made it to safety. 

      I force myself to think about Carys to ease my panic. I wonder how she’s doing. If she’s okay. I wonder if she made it to Graycrest and found her brothers and sisters. I hope she’s sleeping soundly and warm in a nice cozy bed, and when she wakes up tomorrow, she’ll be ready to enjoy herself and spend time with her family wherever they decide to go. Stardale, or otherwise.

      Soon, we come upon a serene lake on the right side of the path. It’s smooth as glass, reflecting an inverse of the towering trees behind it. I know it’s frozen because there are no ripples of the reflection of the moon. Instead, I see a light dusting of snow in various places on the surface. It looks like a large mirror sprinkled with flour set in the middle of this winter wonderland.

      As the sun peeks over the horizon, I note the light is different here. It’s chillier, icier. It reflects dimly from the shining black towers up ahead.

      The Winter Palace.

      Matching buildings surround the castle. It must be a village or city and is unlike any place I’ve ever seen with different shades of ebony and slate and silver. It’s beautiful and looks even larger than the Summer Court capital, Isi Aura. The city seems to sprawl all around the snow-covered valley. As we near the closest dwellings or buildings, a welling panic builds as I wonder if perhaps the barrier a human can’t enter is the threshold of the city. Is this the place I’ll be squished since I can’t get out of this stupid cage? I take a deep breath and brace myself, closing my eyes as we approach the first single-story pale gray building. I keep my eyes tightly closed for several seconds. Then, when nothing happens, I sneak a peek and see that we’ve already passed several structures and let out the breath of air.

      Okay. So not the city either. Then it must be the Winter Palace. Humans can enter the Winter Court, they can enter the Winter Court Capital, but not the palace.

      I pay attention to the city because as soon as I escape, I need an idea of where to go. It isn’t as bustling as Isi Aura, but various fae go about their business, gliding in and out of buildings, some clutching thick wool coats around themselves for warmth. The coloring of their skin spans a spectrum of pale green or blue to pitch black and every cold color in between. A few have huge black or silver or gray wings attached to their shoulder blades. All turn to gawk as the entourage—as the High Queen, stuck in a cage—passes by.

      Since the Winter Queen travels behind me, I can’t see her face. She’s no doubt reveling in the attention she’s receiving from her subjects as they scowl and spit in my direction, only to shift their expressions to ones of adoration and love as they blow kisses to their queen.

      There’s no question where their fealty lies. If the Summer Court felt the same about their High Queen, they at least managed respect when I traveled through their city.

      I try to ignore the insults and taunts and keep my eyes facing forward, toward the palace. 

      Almost there. This is almost over. I just have to slip away and move onto my next problem of not getting caught and finding my way back to the Raven Court.

      I study the architecture of the Winter Palace and can’t help but feel impressed and awestruck at its magnificence. Replace the black stone with another, less ominous color such as beige or cream, or even gray, and the Winter Palace looks like it came right out of a fairy tale with cone-peaked towers and rectangle-shaped lower levels. The rooftops are decorated with what is also snow or ice in swirling, intricate patterns. The windows spanning every outer wall look like diamonds set into the stone.

      Seeing the beauty of this palace, I realize I’m no longer afraid. I don’t know why or how or what stripped away my fear, but even though I was enamored with the Summer Palace, I can’t help but think Winter is infinitely more beautiful. Even in its cold and darkness. Perhaps that notion has expelled all my fear. 

      We pass through some dark-metal gates that match the queen’s crown. The undead horses stop at the bottom of the steps leading up to the front doors of the Winter Palace. A group of winter fae follow through the gates, gathering around the carriage and the steps, which could prove problematic for my escape. They’re not planning to take me in without an audience. Part of me banked on being taken through a side entrance or a shortcut.

      I panic. With so many eyes watching, even the surprise of whatever force will prevent me from entering might not be enough to slip away. I have to act now.

      When a pale-faced fae with yellow-gold eyes unlocks my cage, I hop up and dart out before she can act, hoping that the mere fact I was so willing to trade with the queen lowers their guard. But my joints are stiff from sitting in one position for so long that my attempt to escape is a stumbling, pathetic mess. I trip over myself and right into the arms of the very fae who opened the cage. She grips my wrists with surprising force.

      “Not again,” she hisses in my ear. As I look around, I realize the pale-faced fae, the one whose grip is so tight, is the only one who even noticed my weak attempt to get away.

      Nice going, Aria.

      Now all I can hope for is the surprise when they can’t take me into the palace. It’s my last chance to save myself. I just hope they don’t kill me on the spot when they realize I’m not the high queen, but a lowly human who tricked them and made a fool of their queen.

      I make sure there’s no smile on my face as I’m marched up the front steps. I hunch my shoulders in faux defeat and hope they don’t see signs of me bracing myself for when I hit the invisible wall and can’t walk inside. I look around for somewhere I can run to, but there are so many eyes watching me.

      There. There’s a small gap underneath the railing of the stairs. I’ll slip under and disappear into the crowd. Perfect. I have a plan. I just pray it works because it’s my last shot at getting away.

      My knees ease up as we walk up the steps. I hear cheers at my plight even as I keep my head high.

      “She’s not escaping this time,” someone says.

      “Her bargain should be void for escaping! You should keep her forever!” says another. 

      I ignore them and keep walking while trying not to wince at the tight grips of the winter fae guards now on either side of me. I gaze up at the tall engraved white doors. When we’re several steps away, they slide inward to reveal vaulted ceilings and onyx flooring covered in rugs of gold and purple.

      Here we go. I take a breath and estimate I have about ten steps before we hit the threshold and the chaos ensues.

      Ten… nine… eight… 

      Please let me run fast. 

      Seven… six… five…

      Under the rail. Lose myself in the crowd. Find my way back to the forest. 

      Four… three… two…

      I just have to get a message to Tien or someone else in the Raven Court so they can find me and take me back.

      One…

      I close my eyes, waiting for my toe to hit the wall, waiting for the impact. But instead, I stumble as my foot drops over the threshold. 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      “Yes, Lieutenant, what do you want?” I ask when he pulls me into the hallway. Now is not the time to be telling me some pixies are causing a disturbance with the erluitles. That they’ve dyed all their livestock blue or the goats are singing nursery rhymes. We are trying to figure out how to get our queen out of the clutches of the Winter Court. I cross my arms and hope he feels my irritation.

      “C-Captain…” But when Lieutenant Redlake shuffles his feet and won’t look me in the eye, a jolt of panic pierces through me and my hands drop. “She’s gone.”

      I rush down the corridor. He’s wrong. He has to be wrong because if Aria is anywhere other than safe and secure inside the queen’s suites—

      “You all have some explaining to do,” I say as Redlake struggles to keep up with my long strides, which feel too slow in the massive Raven Palace.

      All the guards I personally placed to watch Aria’s room stand around like the stupid, incompetent fools they are with downturned eyes and slouched shoulders.

      I burst into her room, checking every nook and crevice. I note that she’s been using her private dining area and sitting room since both doors are ajar but find exactly what I fear. She’s gone.

      Steeling myself, I set my jaw and grind my teeth. I have to find her. I want to run out and look for her now, but I need more information. I massage my palms to work out the stiffness that has built in the few minutes since Redlake pulled me into the hallway.

      “How long has she been gone?” My voice comes out tight. Clipped.

      “W-We don’t know.” Sergeant Finch says. Not all my guards are star fae. Sgt. Finch is a towering light elf, but he’s one I respect and trust more than most. “Her maid came running out and told us some winter fae were attacking the palace, so we left Corporal Axis to guard the door. But we weren’t gone long.”

      I turn to the corporal, who stands straighter with his head held high. “No one left the room,” he says. “Her maid left shortly after, but you never said anything about not letting her leave.”

      “And did she return?”

      He shakes his head, deflating.

      My fists squeeze into tight balls at my sides and my throat tightens. 

      “When did you realize she was missing?” I ask, hating the low grit of my tone. Hopefully they all assume it’s in anger at their incompetence and not the truth.

      “A few hours later,” the corporal says. “When the kitchen brought her dinner. She never answered the door.”

      I close my eyes and pinch the bridge of my nose, simultaneously feeling the warring emotions of boiling anger and sickening panic as they play tug of war with my insides. 

      She’s been gone for hours. Where would she have gone? That thought vanishes. I know exactly where she’s gone. She wanted to go after the queen. She wanted to switch places, to convince the Winter Queen that she had the wrong person and give Carys a chance to run and hide. 

      “There’s no need for all of you to be standing around any longer,” I say. “Go find something useful to do.”

      “Captain, don’t you—”

      “Away from here!” I snap. “I have a queen to find.”

      I walk back into her bedroom as they all walk down the hallway with their tails between their legs. As they should. 

      Closing the door, I press my back against it and try not to imagine where she is right now. If she’s even found Queen Silver and her retinue, and if so, what the Winter Queen has done to her. 

      I hope she’s lost and hasn’t found her, but that brings all sorts of hellish nightmares to the forefront of my mind as I think about all the creatures that could easily overpower a human, stealing her away forever or making a meal of her.

      I only allow myself another moment of weak wallowing before yanking the door open to go find my brother.
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        * * *

      

       

      I’m surprised to find Sterling in the stables. I expected him to be out riding his damned cabbyll-ushtey clear up by Calliope or even off in West Raven getting saddles repaired.

      I did not expect to find him in the most obvious place, shoveling stalls. 

      “Sterling,” I say.

      He turns with an easy smile that quickly falls. Then he leans against the shovel handle and wipes sweat from his brow. “What’s wrong?”

      “Have you seen Aria?” Please tell me she’s just taken the queen’s water horse and is out riding waves like the reckless human she is.

      “No, not since we found you earlier and you sent her to her room.”

      I stare at him. “The way you spend your time baffles me, Brother.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “You insist you care for her, but if I—” I bite the inside of my cheek, stopping my traitorous words. “I just know that if I had someone I wished to choose for a mate, I would spend as much time with her as I could.”

      “Me too, Tien.” His eyebrows pinch in fury. “And I might not be Captain of the Guard with importance and a title and everything, but my work is important too. I wanted to get everything in order before Aria and I go back.”

      “And getting things in order includes shoveling horse excrement instead of delegating it to one of your stable boys?”

      “What’s this about? What’s wrong?”

      “Aria is gone.” My jaw clenches so tightly it could snap a bone.  

      “Gone?”

      “Yes, and she’s been gone for hours.”

      Sterling’s head snaps up. “Where… you don’t think—”

      “Yes, I’m pretty sure she ran off to be a damned hero!” I turn away, walking to the opposite wall and pounding my fist into it. The wood shivers at my violence. “I think she’s gone to switch places with Carys,” I say. “To convince Queen Silver that she’s Carys to give our queen a chance to run away and hide.”

      “But she can’t get into Winter Court. I know the rules about the border aren’t entirely clear, but I doubt she’ll be able to cross into Avala at all.”

      “It doesn’t matter. The Winter Queen might still kill her—or worse—once she figures out she’s not Carys.” Taking a breath, I attempt to wipe the emotion from my face and turn to face Sterling again. “We could lose her, Sterling.” I shake my head. “Y-you could lose her.”

      It takes everything in me to keep eye contact with my brother and not let him see the churning maelstrom in my core. My head throbs with the effort, and I hear a rushing sound in my ears.

      But my brother knows me too well. I realize all my efforts are futile.

      “Look, Tien, there’s something you should know.”

      I inhale.

      “I’m terrified for Aria, I am. She’s my friend and I care about her and I’d hate for anything to happen to her.”

      Friend?

      “I worry that we’re the ones who brought this danger upon her because we’re the ones who brought her here. But you have to know…” He sighs. “Aria and I broke up, er— we’re not together anymore, is what I mean.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?” I say, crossing my arms and shoving down the silly fluttering.

      “Because you’re in love with her but you’re trying not to let it show because you don’t want to hurt me.”

      All words flee.

      “Look, it’s for the best,” he continues. “She and I are better as friends. To be honest, it got to where it felt like I was dating a family member, like a sister.”

      I turn around again as if to hit my fist against the wall but stop with my head inches away from the wood.

      “But she’s in trouble, and you’re the better option to go after her. You’re the best option because I know you won’t stop until you find her and bring her back.”

      I hesitate, but there’s no time for it, so I turn back and nod.

      “Come.” My brother drops his shovel and rushes toward the exit. “Rumble is still saddled up. You can take him.” Rushing into the land-horse stables, Sterling exits moments later with the black steed, which I mount. “At least we know she can’t go into the Winter Court, even if her plan works.”

      “Let’s hope she doesn’t make it that far.”

      “Yes. Just… bring her back,” Sterling says as I kick my heels hard into Rumble’s flank. 

      We take off. If not for my training in knowing how to keep moving, to stay focused in crisis, I know a lesser fae might crumble and become crushed by the overpowering mix of inexplicable joy and devastating terror.

      Aria and Sterling are no longer romantically linked, but if I don’t find her in time, if I can’t ride fast enough, it won’t matter.

      Kraa!

      The loud cry of a raven with red-tipped wings draws my attention upward. I recognize her as the raven that seems to keep a protective eye on Aria. The morrigu soars overhead, heading in the same direction I ride. Heading toward the Winter Court. And it gives me hope.
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      My mind goes blank as the large white doors slide closed behind me.

      I don’t even see my surroundings as I’m led down, down, down. 

      Down, down, down dark stairs.

      Down, down, down a dark stone hallway.

      Through a thick iron door, I go down, down, down to rows and rows of cells. I don’t see what or who is in each one. I don’t see any of it.

      We stop at a cell with metal bars. It’s likely the one Carys lived in for who knows how long. It’s small, smaller than I imagined. There isn’t much to see. A hard cot is attached to one wall with taut ropes. There’s a bucket for personal business. I’m shoved inside and then the door clinks closed and locks behind me.

      Without a word, I’m left alone with only the sounds of the guards’ retreating footsteps. When they stop altogether, I’m left in my silence.

      Three stone walls.

      One lined with iron. I can almost taste the metal. It makes me nauseous.

      What happened? My stomach clenches as I realize they lied to me. No, not lied. The fae can’t lie, but they deceived me somehow. Possibly everyone.

      Did Carys know? No. That’s not possible. She wouldn’t do that. And I know Sterling or Tien wouldn’t have deceived me since they both were adamant about me not coming at all. It’s the reason they don’t know I’m here. No, the lie about humans not being allowed in the Winter Court was likely something they all thought was the truth. They all believed it was the truth. Either way, it doesn’t matter. The Winter Queen has won. I just hope Carys got away.  

      When I set out to sacrifice myself for the Raven Queen, the High Queen of Faerie, for the girl who has become a dear friend, for the girl who might be my identical twin if we were the same species, I thought it would be temporary. I thought I would be imprisoned just for a moment before Tien rescued me. I thought I would be out of here by now.

      But this is real. 

      I’ve sacrificed my freedom for her—for real. I’m here for no reason other than being the placeholder for the person who should be here. 

      So much for my weekend alibi of being at Cassie’s lake house. I might never make it home now. 

      Unbidden, I think about the journey on the queen’s ship and how excited I was to be back in Faerie. I had grand plans of doing good, of riding Madseok and not wanting to leave right away but having the freedom to go home when I wanted to go home. I think about Tien’s nervousness as he explained to me that Sterling taught him how to use my cell phone in order to give me an alibi for my foster parents. But the memory of the sun and the waves, the roiling ship, and my entire future of freedom and being adopted by the Kings and going to college and doing what I wished ahead of me is now dashed to bits.

      I remember that feeling I felt when I walked into the Raven Palace. I thought it was fae magic. Now I know it was something a little less magical but something exponentially more important and something I took for granted. It was my freedom. 

      And now it’s gone. 

      I’m so devastated, I can’t even cry. 

      My only solace is that I did one thing right. It was my fault the Raven Palace was attacked, and although I didn’t sacrifice myself the first time the Winter Queen came for Carys, at least I’ve traded places with her now. 

      Even if it means I’ll never see Lindsay, or Blake, or my foster brother ever again.

      Sitting on the ground, against the stone wall, I don the same position I had in the cage. It’s the same position I had in Carys’s bedroom before I enacted this whole disastrous plan. My knees are clutched tightly to my chest as I feel sorry for myself. Nothing has changed except there I was safe and free and here I’m in enemy territory and imprisoned.

      “There will be no escaping this time,” Queen Silver says, pulling me from my wallowing. She stands just outside my cell. Alone.

      I don’t look at her. I won’t give her that satisfaction.

      “Although, I suppose that would only be a problem if Queen Carys told you how she did it.”

      My head jerks up.

      The queen’s smile widens, and a thin, green finger taps her temple. “You thought I didn’t know? You thought I was actually fooled into trading High Queen Carys for a little princess who wastes all her time riding cabbyll-ushteys?”

      I’m too stunned to answer. She knew I wasn’t Carys? Why did she trade? I’m just a nobody!

      “What happened to the girl who spouted change and freedom for the full fae?” She laughs, mocking. Then she sobers. “I am surprised you did it. Maybe not the best choice, but I’m interested to see how this plays out. And clearly, our High Queen is a better actress than I gave her credit for.”

      “What do you mean?” I hate myself the moment I give into her game, but the words just fly out.

      She clucks her tongue and glances at the walls of my cell. “One hundred years in here might be enough time, but it would be more fun if it happened sooner.”

      I fold my arms and return my glare at the floor to hide the sickening turn of my stomach. One hundred years?

      “Aw… you’re not going to ask?”

      I keep my eyes down, but I hear the shuffle of her feet as she walks closer to the poison bars.

      “I promise, if you don’t figure it out soon, I’ll help you with that memory of yours.”

      When I look up, she’s gone.

      What did she mean? How did she know I lost my memory? And how would recovering my memory help me figure out anything?

      Not that it matters, since I’m trapped in a cell in the dungeons of the Winter Court. It doesn’t matter what she meant. I’m sure she’s just messing with my head. She’s fae and I’m human, which means time is a lot different for her. By the time she gets too impatient that I haven’t figured it out, I might already be dead. There’s no way I’m lasting one hundred years in here.

      What am I going to do?

      The only light comes from a flickering torchlight beyond the bars. It creates dancing, striped shadows of the iron bars across the floor of my cell. Strangely, they remind me of the comforting darkness of the hidden stairwell in the Raven Court. I become mesmerized with their flickering dance.

      Touching a hand to my face and wincing at the sharp pain that comes with feeling my own ragged flesh, thoughts of my raven come to mind. She saved me from becoming hypnotized by the biloko bells. Was she also trying to protect me from this? Did she know? I feel bad for hitting her and then sending her away.

      I wish she were here.

      Still staring at the shadows, they shift and merge until they form the shape of a raven. I snap to my feet, rushing to the bars to look out. The instant I grip the bars and see nothing but an empty dungeon beyond—and no red-tipped ravens—I jerk back as if the metal burns.

      It’s just my wishful thinking playing tricks.

      I slink back to my spot on the floor and don’t need to look at the shadows on the floor to realize it was all my imagination.

      

      End of Book Two

      

      Want more? Click here for Book Three —> Evading a Fae Queen

      

      Or something different —> In Her Dreams
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