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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The weight of crushing loss splinters and fractures my heart as I look around at the sea of prettily dressed fae. I watch as they participate in a slow-orbiting pseudo-dance, weaving and mingling with one another in the grand hall of the Raven Court palace. They’re in mourning. Although some look more broken than others.

      I see Carys across the room. She’s the girl who could be my literal twin, but she’s actually the High Queen of Faerie. She’s poised as ever, her blonde hair piled high, wearing an exquisite gown of midnight blue. Her eyes are bright and she wears a small smile that seems to soothe those she speaks to, even though I feel like they should console her.

      This feeling that has overcome me despite my attempt to keep composure is surely a mirror of the maelstrom of misery that churns within the High Queen. What is this gathering for? Why is everyone in attendance filled with such carefully masked sadness?

      I’m envious that Carys holds herself together so beautifully despite her grief. But there’s also a falsehood. A wrongness.

      “Your Highness,” Tien says, coming from behind me. My broken heart leaps, hearing his voice.

      I turn.

      Captain Tien Firetail’s head is bowed, and he clasps his hands behind his back. The silver buttons of his ebony uniform gleam in the light of the chandeliers. He glances around us, vigilant of our surroundings. He’s always worried about threats and my safety. The captain is always on duty, after all. 

      “I wanted to offer my condolences,” he says, keeping his head low. A lock of his dark hair hangs over one of his green eyes that, I realize in the candlelight of the chandeliers, are rimmed with gold. The sight of him and the timbre of his voice send another jolt through my heart.

      “Thank you,” I say, trying to keep my voice even as my pulse quickens. I can’t even wonder why he is offering his condolences to me because I’m focused on wanting to get closer to him… but I’m also holding back.

      Why am I holding back?

      The last time we had a moment like this… when we were this close… when the sight of him did this to me… sending a tingling sensation from my toes to my head… was in the corridor before I warned Carys about the Winter Queen. Of course, he and I were alone and not surrounded by other fae, and he had just admitted he’d rather turn over his very own queen to save me. And then... we kissed.

      And that kiss—

      I shouldn’t think of that kiss. I brace myself to prevent the shiver running down my spine from calling his attention. I avert my eyes.

      Servants carry wooden trays topped with some sort of wine and exotic fruit dipped in chocolate. I hear one child mention ice cream and I recognize three of the Elmwhisk children—the royal family, Queen Carys’s family—disappear, giggling through a door at the back. I didn’t know they had ice cream in Faerie. Perhaps I heard wrong because cream does something to the fae, so they avoid it. Sterling Firetail, my best friend, ex-boyfriend, and Tien’s brother, mentioned what it does, but I can’t remember right. It’s at the edge of my memory.

      I smile when I spot my friend across the room. Sterling wears finer clothing than usual. Finery isn’t practical while tending to carnivorous water horses, the cabyll-ushteys, He’s standing with a girl—another fae—with bright red hair who wears simpler clothing than most of the crowd. The girl with the red hair looks vaguely familiar, but I don’t remember who she is. She and Sterling speak with their heads close together and I see a smile light his face.

      He looks… deliriously happy.

      Who is she? I wonder and simultaneously wish to march over and find out, but also stay near Tien. Whoever she is, I’m glad to see that smile. Could he be in love with her? And if so, what happened to his feelings for Carys?

      Music fills the air as the lights dim to near darkness and trees grow upward, replacing the fae, and the floor cracks until it disappears into dirt and foliage. I step back, watching the world shift into a forest around me as will-o’-the-wisps appear in the place of the chandeliers.

      Before I can turn to make sure Tien hasn’t also disappeared with the walls and the golden light of the grand hall, he says, “You’ve impressed me, Aria.”

      “Wait, what? How so?”

      What is happening? Where did the grand hall disappear to? Maybe I’ve been in Faerie too long. It’s messing with my head.

      He offers a hand. “Let’s dance before another steals you away.”

      I glance around. Before another steals me away? But no one else is dancing! I don’t argue, glad to have the chance to be close to him and take his hand. He pulls me into his arms where we stand.

      The music shifts as he takes my hand in his and the other rests on my hip. I grip the top of his shoulder as he leads me into slow, rhythmic steps to the power ballad that echoes through the trees. The branches seem to join in with their gentle sway. 

      My head tilts when I recognize the song.

      Wait.

      “For all your complaining and lamenting over your imminent failure, you have handled everyone brilliantly,” he says. “You convinced everyone that you are the queen.”

      His words feel familiar. This scene feels familiar. Like déjà vu.

      “You performed well enough that I will uphold my end of the deal and take you home,” he continues.

      I remember this. This is a memory. It isn’t reality. Dancing with Tien at the revel before the Raven Palace was attacked.

      Tien was omitting information then. He was holding something back. He knew something was coming but didn’t want to concern me with it. The captain wanted to keep me safe even back then, before we knew each other as well as we do now.

      I pull away from Tien and back away. The music stops.

      “What’s wrong?” he asks as the background fades.

      Now I know he heard whispers of dissent. He knew there were some who weren’t happy that the queen was back.

      “It’s just… I…”

      Beyond the closest trees, everything blurs to white, leaving only me and memory Tien until the fuzziness takes the trees too.

      Memory Tien grips my elbows, pulling my eyes up to his. “Aria?”

      I wake up.

      Back at home. In my own plush bed. In my room, surrounded by my things. My clothes in the closet, my backpack on the floor, my house. The Kings’ house. In the human world. My world.

      I’m home.

      I’m home!

      I’m no longer in Faerie. I’m no longer in danger. I’m no longer expected to act like I’m a queen with all the horrible expectations and responsibilities that come with it.

      The smell of bacon wafts through the house and I sit up to enjoy it better. My hands plop in my lap as a contented smile fills my entire being. I lazily pick up my phone from the nightstand and see that it’s ten o’clock in the morning. And it’s Sunday.

      I’m home.

      I throw off the covers and take the stairs two at a time.

      “She’s alive!” Blake, my foster dad, says in his Dr. Frankenstein voice, greeting me at the landing. He holds his tablet in one hand and a mug in the other.

      “Did you save me some breakfast?” I ask, offering the expected teenage eyeroll at his comment.

      “Lindsey made French toast and bacon,” he says, stepping aside for me to rush to the kitchen.

      My foster mom flips two thick slices of French toast onto a plate and adds a couple pieces of bacon to it before handing it to me. “So… what movie are we watching today?”

      “You mean which Jedi trilogy are we bingeing?” Blake says behind me. I can almost hear the wink he directs at his wife.

      “Four, five and six,” I say. “They’re the best.”

      “That’s my girl!” Blake says, and an overpowering feeling of warmth and love and acceptance fills me to the brim.

      I’m home.

      I take my plate to the table and sit, then reach for the syrup and flip open the top. But when I bring it to pour it over my food, my plate is gone.

      I look up and see the kitchen… is gone.

      Blake and Lindsey watch me as if frozen in time and space as my foster brother, Ian, walks toward me.

      I stand and trip over the chair to cling to my brother.

      “What is it, Aria?” he asks. “What’s wrong?”

      But when I meet his eyes, they aren’t hazel, like I remember.

      They’re black.

      A wicked smile spreads across his lips as he sees the terrifying realization on my face. His features wipe away, scrubbing the color of his skin until it’s tinted green and his eyebrows turn stark white. Pale blue bleeds from the roots of his hair, spreading and then lengthening into long tendrils that appear as ice.

      I stumble back, pulling away from the painful grip of sharp fingernails digging into my arms as a metal crown appears at the top of her head.

      Queen Silver. The Winter Queen.

      She throws her head back and laughs, then snaps her fingers.

      And I’m back in my cell.
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      The Winter Queen lacks imagination. 

      At least, that’s what I tell myself to make me feel better as I stare at the cement-block, mold-encrusted walls and the iron bars that make up my prison.

      Getting in my head and torturing me with my own memories and some made-up ones? Seriously: No. Imagination. It makes me curious about that first vision, but not enough to lose sleep over it. The one in the grand hall of the Raven Palace where everyone was so sad wasn’t a memory, at least not one of mine. Still, I wonder what it was about and how I was suddenly a part of it.

      Whatever. Queen Silver could have come up with something better. Not that I want to give her any ideas.

      Then there’s my cell. Where’s the ice? Where’s the snow? She’s the Winter Queen! Frankly, I’m disappointed, because surely her palace should be like the Disney version of the ice queen with grand ice staircases and chandeliers made of, you know… ice. Sure, she’s got the cold down—it’s freezing in here—but I’ve strangely grown accustomed to it. 

      I’m still cold, but I should have lost some fingers and toes to frostbite by now, being human and all.

      In fact, I shouldn’t be here at all because I’m human! Everything I was told, all the talk that the Winter Queen can’t even take a human into her court, turned out to be a load of crap. With a capital C. Because she took me into the Winter Court, all the way into the capital city of Avala, up the Winter Palace steps, across the threshold, and to the dungeon.

      So clearly a human can’t be taken to the Winter Court. Yeah. Freaking. Right.

      But I suppose if her prison was made of ice, any fae she trapped here could easily escape. The summer fae could melt the ice with their too-pretty smiles, not to mention their literal connection to fire.

      The spring fae could grow vines or thorns to wrap around the bars and break the ice. And the autumn fae make things decay. I’m not sure if ice can decay but judging by the toxic personalities of the few autumn fae I’ve met, namely the king of the Autumn Court, King Carpus, I’m sure they could convince the ice particles they don’t want to be together anymore. With that kind of power, the autumn fae could shatter the entire structure with ease.

      The only fae who might actually be trapped in an ice dungeon are the winter fae themselves. But with their power over ice, it’s not likely.

      Okay, so I’ll give her that. Maybe she can’t afford to be innovative.

      I bet the only ones who would be truly trapped by an ice prison are humans and the star fae: the half-human, half-fae species who rule all of Faerie. 

      They’re also the reason I got into this mess. I might as well think about that for a while, because what else am I supposed to do other than wallow and feel sorry for myself?

      Tien brought me here. He’s the one who kidnapped me to pose as the missing Queen Carys since I’m her human doppelgänger.

      But the rest of it was my fault.

      I played along with their little game, but then made mistake upon mistake upon mistake and got the Raven Court Palace attacked and lots of star fae killed. 

      My fault.

      Then the queen came back, but didn’t want anyone to know she was back, so we pretended to be each other. It turned out to be a terrible idea because not only did she kiss Sterling, who was still my boyfriend, and she also kissed Tien, who is everything complicated. Then a bargain-gone-wrong happened and the Winter Queen came and took the Carys as her prisoner.

      Which was my fault again.

      Racked with my guilt and armed with misinformation that a human couldn’t be taken to the Winter Court, I convinced Queen Silver to let me trade places with High Queen Carys, giving her a chance to get away and thinking I wouldn’t be imprisoned for long because humans can’t go into the Winter Court. My plan was airtight and noble and heroic and all the things.

      But it was stupid and again… my fault.

      Because apparently someone was mistaken or lying since humans can enter the Winter Court. Humans are allowed into Avala. And there’s nothing stopping a human from entering the Winter Palace doors and marching all the way down to the dungeon.

      I think they should update their brochure. Misinformation like this could lead to critical reviews.

      WARNING: If you piss off the Winter Queen, there’s nothing stopping her from throwing you into her dungeon because whatever you’ve heard, there’s nothing blocking a human from entering the Winter Court.

      So enter Faerie at your own risk.

      Please sign our liability waiver upon arrival.

      Thank you, and I hope you enjoy your stay.

      Actually, turn around and never look back.

      Maybe I still have a case since I didn’t read any warnings or sign any waivers.

      Shuffling outside my cell draws my attention, so I stand stiffly from my hunched position against the wall and move my legs to stretch my joints. I shouldn’t have bothered, it’s just the changing of the guard. The dark fae with sharp teeth and yellow eyes is replaced by the Ghost of Christmas Future.

      Again, no imagination.

      Still, my stomach sinks and twists with nausea because I know this guard. The grim reaper-looking creature called an ankou isn’t real. Carys told me about it. During her time here, she figured out that the ankou resulted from the Winter Queen’s shadow glamour. It’s not real. It’s just another hallucination. An illusion. I’m not actually being guarded right now, and seeing it reminds me of my failure. Because while Carys used the knowledge to her advantage and eventual escape, the winter fae wised up and couldn’t be tricked again.

      Seeing the ankou just reminds me I’m truly and horribly stuck here. The fake guard might not stop me from escaping, but my very real iron bars and concrete cell will.

      But it also makes me wonder why I’ve been in here so long since it’s not a secret that I’m here. Someone has to have figured it out by now! Hopefully, when Carys arrived in Stardale, she told them what I’d done. Surely, she sent word to Tien and Sterling. Right?

      She wouldn’t pretend to be me again, would she? She wouldn’t let everyone think she was me and that I, Aria, failed, then went back to the Raven Court, would she?

      I shake my head. She wouldn’t do that to me. Carys and I are friends. She wouldn’t betray me like that.

      I kick the bars in frustration, though not hard enough to bruise my toes. Not this time. 

      The ankou’s head snaps toward me, so I stick my tongue out before slinking back to my spot on the floor. I fold my legs under me and rest my head against the stone. The gashes on my face still hurt from when my raven attacked me with her claws. Thinking back, I wonder if her attack before I switched places with Carys was a warning. I should have hesitated. I should have known. I close my eyes and imagine the world closing in on me, my guilt carving a hole beneath my feet and swallowing me whole until I drift off into a fitful sleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Forest of Night is silent and still. The snow crunches beneath my boots as I pull Rumble’s reins behind me through the trees, but we’re both becoming impatient. It’s well past the time that slaugh bulbegger, Jot, was supposed to meet me with the information.

      “Captain Firetail,” a low, gravelly voice speaks with an edge of unwarranted superiority.

      I whip my head to him. My expression wipes the smug smile from his pock-marked and wart-filled face. Gold hoops hang from stretched holes in his earlobes, glowing from the light of the lantern he carries with gnarled fingers that end in jagged black nails.

      “You’re late.”

      “Punctuality is such a mortal thing to be concerned about, halfling.”

      I set my teeth. Star fae are mortal, he knows that, but I can’t tell him Aria is actually a human with a substantially shorter lifespan than even a star fae. I won’t play into his goad. “What did you find out? Is she in Avala?”

      Jot smiles wickedly and nods. “Not only is your precious queen in Avala, she’s in Queen Silver’s dungeons.”

      My jaw tightens, and I clench my fists at my sides. “That is not possible.”

      “She was seen by dozens of fae being marched through the doors, Captain.” He holds his free hand palm-up, wordlessly asking for payment.

      He must be mistaken. The witnesses must have seen Carys, not Aria. Perhaps Aria didn’t make it? Perhaps she couldn’t convince Queen Silver to make the switch? Humans can’t be taken into the Winter Court palace. It must be the Queen. I feel relieved, but I can’t let him see it. I can’t tell him the queen he saw taken wasn’t the girl I’m looking for. I can’t let a lowly bulbegger learn about Aria and her impeccable likeness to the High Queen.

      If Aria wasn’t taken in the queen’s place, where is she? I want to ask more questions, but I’m angry at myself for trusting a despicable creature to ask the questions instead of finding out myself. But I didn’t want to give away my presence in the Winter Court and put Queen Silver on alert.

      Bitterly, I drop the bag of gold into the creature’s grubby hands, then mount Rumble and kick my heels into his flanks before Jot pockets his ill-earned payment.

      Kraa! 

      Aria’s protective morrigu raven flies overhead, following me. She’s remained with me every step of the way. Her constant presence would be irritating if I didn’t know it was out of concern for Aria’s safety.

      “You would be more help if you shifted into your higher form and we actually had a conversation!” I shout at her, but I know she won’t comply. “Do you know where she is?”

      Kraa! Kraa!

      That’s what I thought. Whatever reason the morrigu has for remaining in her bird-form, was never overruled by my asking.

      “I could use your help! Do you feel like being useful?”

      Kraa!

      I slow Rumble to a trot, then quickly dismount and dig through the saddle pack when he stops. The raven perches on a nearby low branch. Her red-tipped wings capture a ray of sunlight and are a stark contrast against the rest of her shiny black plumage.

      “We need to get a message to West Raven that Queen Silver has the High Queen imprisoned,” I say as I scribble with the pen Sterling must have brought back from the human realm and stuffed in there. “I’ll keep searching for Aria while they send troops to assist, but I cannot ignore the fact that the queen has been taken.”

      Rolling up the missive, I fasten it to one of the raven’s feet, tying it with a bit of twine from my pack.

      “Get this to General Luto,” I instruct.

      Kraa! she shouts, then spreads her wings and pushes off the branch and into the air. 

      We ride until we arrive at the outskirts of the Winter Court capital again and I stare helplessly up at the hulking black towers that might hold captive the High Queen of Faerie, or the human girl I love.

      It was foolish to trust the bulbegger to get information. I’ll have to get it myself.
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      I should have crawled to my cot before falling asleep. It’s not much better than the floor, but still. I consider doing it now, but I can’t bring myself to move, even when I hear the shuffling and movement that signals the changing of the guard. Even though I know this guard means food.

      I should eat, I know that. But whatever they put in prison food here in the deepest dungeons of possibly the worst place to be in all of Faerie just isn’t something to be scrambling to my feet for. I sit and wait as the pitiful, gray-scaled reptile-looking guard with the slit eyes and the skin that needs some intense moisturizing shuffles toward my cell with a tray of some sort of mush.

      He lifts the little door and slides the food across the floor, spilling some of it on the already-dirty stone until it collides with my boots.

      I stare at the tray.

      “Eat!” Lizard-man barks. 

      “Yessir, Godzilla.” I pick up my tray but nearly drop it when a loud bang! strikes the bars of my cell.

      “What did you call me?”

      I try not to look startled and lift a spoonful of mush to my lips, but I can’t bring myself to eat it just yet. “Godzilla,” I say, keeping my tone even and calm while holding my spoon suspended. “He’s a lizard-monster who destroys cities. Usually in Japan.”

      “Lizard?”

      I drop my spoon back into the bowl and gesture at him. “Yeah, like you.” I wave a hand. “Aren’t you some sort of reptile creature?”

      I’m guessing since I’m not super informed about all the different types of fae—although I might be if I hadn’t tossed the faerie encyclopedia Sterling gave me into the dumpster behind Crown Burger. I don’t exactly regret the action, but it feels like it happened in another life.

      He lifts his chin. I think I’ve offended him. “Vampires are not reptiles.”

      Vampire?

      “My bad,” I say, but I put little effort into the apology. I don’t feel the need to be nice to my captors. But it really wasn’t on purpose. I never imagined vampires to have cracked skin. They’re usually all pretty and broody in TV shows and books. Maybe he hasn’t had blood in a while? The thought should scare me. It should terrify me, the thought of becoming this guard’s next meal, but I can’t bring myself to care.

      I watch as the shadows in the hallway and room convalesce together and fly to the guard like a paperclip to a powerful magnet. As they swirl and gather around him, he almost seems to disappear right in front of me. If I hadn’t already seen him standing there with an ugly, cracked pout on his lips, I would have no idea he was even there.

      Whoa. I had heard about winter fae shadow magic, but I did not know winter magic could do that.

      “Watch your tongue!” he snaps behind his veil of darkness. “I have nothing against disobeying my queen to sample your royal blood.”

      Joke’s on you! I’m not actual royal! I want to shout, but keep my mouth shut. Maybe I am a little bit frightened of the bloodsucker.

      After the guard leaves, taking my fear with him, I imagine what it would be like to have that type of magic. To pull the shadows all around and wrap them around me, covering and concealing me from everyone and everything. Perhaps if I could do that, I might get out of here on my own. Perhaps then I could go home.

      But humans can’t do shadow magic.

      My eyes brim with hot tears as I feel the weight of that human failing and think about my foster family. It’s easy to think of them after my recent French toast vision. I think about Lindsey and Blake and Ian, all safe in the human world. Do they miss me? Has enough time passed that they’ve noticed my absence?

      What was it that Dorothy said in The Wizard of Oz?

      There’s no place like home.

      Too bad I don’t have any ruby slippers to take me home to Taco Tuesday and movie night at the King’s house.

      “There’s no place like home,” I whisper as I gag down the lukewarm mush they have given me to stay alive. 

      As the disgusting gruel fills my belly and satisfies my hunger pangs, my eyes trick me and I watch as imaginary shadows skitter across the floor and along the walls, making their way toward me. I smile as my tray in front of me seems to disappear. It’s probably just another one of the queen’s illusions.
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        * * *

      

      I keep my hood up even as I slink through back alleys in Avala. I can’t have anyone recognizing the Captain of the Guard lurking around the Winter Court and asking questions about an imprisoned queen. 

      The dirty packed snow keeps my footsteps silent as I find my way to the door I’m looking for.

      I walk into The Ancient Dragon, holding my breath and averting my eyes as the bitter scent of alcohol accosts my nose and the shadows dance between half-drunk patrons, but I don’t approach the bartender. Instead, I sit at a table in the back, watching the room for threats.

      A lone wolf hunches over his half-emptied mug at a table in the center of the room. Several dark elves sit in a corner booth with heads close together and eyes frantically looking around the room. I keep my eye on them until the nix I’m waiting for slides into the seat in front of me. 

      “What is the Captain of the Guard doing in Avala?” he asks. His voice is high pitched and airy. “If you’re here for your queen, there’s nothing you can do.” His grin is wide and wicked.

      “I’m looking for Ordrel.”

      “What do you want with Ordrel?” He raises both thin eyebrows into high arches.

      “He owes me a favor.”

      “And what do I get if I take you to him?”

      To keep your head firmly attached to your head, I nearly snap. But I narrow my eyes instead. “Don’t forget who still rules Faerie.”

      “What? A queen imprisoned by my queen?” He sneers.

      I lift an eyebrow. “How do you know you have the right queen?”

      His crimson eyes widen. I’ve surprised him. “Shapeshifter or illusion magic?”

      I tilt my head. Let him think what he wants. “It’s not wise to anger Queen Carys.”

      The nix leans back in his chair, biting his bottom lip with sharp teeth that draw a bead of crimson blood. Sucking the blood from his lip like a vampire would, he glances behind himself briefly before gesturing with the nod of his head that I should follow him.

      I stand in one fluid motion and trail him to the far corner and through a grease-stained curtain that leads up a narrow stairway to the second floor. The nix slides a second curtain aside, but this one is pristine and embroidered with gold and silver leaf. On the other side is a polished room with dark mahogany tables, clean linen and crystal glasses at every place setting. Rare light-wisps hover above sconces on the walls. The intoxicating smell of aphrodisiac spice and huckleberry wine wafts through the air.

      The scent brings back a memory of nearly a century and a half ago when I was last here. It was soon after my father and grandfather died. I was trying to find out who was responsible for the massacre, and I was desperate for answers. 

      It’s risky to come here again after what happened the last time, but I’m owed a favor. I could have come to collect when I was searching for Queen Carys, but I was arrogant and thought I could find her myself.

      I also wasn’t desperate yet.

      But this is different. This is Aria. Aria, the human who doesn’t have the time a fae would. Even a half-human star fae queen.

      I keep my senses heightened as I walk through the club, which is a vastly different scene from the pub below. Exotic foods and wines are served to small groups of dark fae. Some are huddled together in deep collusion, while others sit back while their tablemates grovel. It’s a place of secrets and bargains. 

      Despite my hooded head, several eyes follow me across the room. I have fooled no one about my true identity: I hear Captain and Firetail on several lips.

      The nix leads me through another curtain and down a long, narrow hallway with doors on both sides. By the sounds of moans and shrieks of pleasure behind closed doors, it’s obvious that the brothel is in full swing at this hour.

      We stop at the door at the end of the hallway and the nix turns to me with one lifted eyebrow. “He’ll be angry at the interruption if he’s engaging in certain… activities.”

      I let out a low, guttural growl through pinched lips. It's enough for the creature to shrug his shoulders and rap on the door.

      “Come in.” A deep voice says. 

      The nix swings the door inward and gestures that I walk inside.

      Ordrel, a giant pixie, sits cross-legged in the center of the room on a plush rug. He wears a blueberry-colored silk tunic and trousers, and his wings are limp and resting behind him. He’s meditating, but he peeks one eye open when I walk in.

      The nix shoots me one last look before closing the door between us. 

      I remove my hood.

      “Captain Tien Firetail,” Ordrel says from the floor. He’s closed his eyes again, but the tattooed images of eyes on his lids to match the fake ones on the feathers of his wings like a peacock give the impression that he’s always watching. “What brings you to Avala?”

      “I’ve come to collect.”

      His eyes fly open and he stands, then walks to the bed behind him and wraps a thick white robe around his shoulders. “Does this have anything to do with High Queen Carys?”

      I clench my teeth and fist both hands at either side of me. “I want to see where they’re keeping her.”

      Ordrel presses his lips tightly together while stroking his pointed beard. 

      “And how do you intend to find that out?” He turns his back on me and walks toward the dark wood wardrobe engraved with alabaster etchings next to the bed.

      “Don’t play with me, Ordrel,” I say, despite my training screaming at me to stop goading the large pixie. Pixies’ smarts and ruthlessness are matched by their size. “Or have you forgotten what happened to your partner when he didn’t deliver on a favor?”

      “Oh, I have not forgotten,” he says, opening the wardrobe wide, revealing that it’s filled with… nothing. “Lock the door.”

      I turn and latch the door as he lifts the disc from the wardrobe and places it in the center of the rug—right where he had been previously meditating.

      My pulse quickens and the hair at the back of my neck rises. 

      “I thought—” I start but bite down hard on my tongue.

      “You thought I’d have to send someone to ignite the winter magic in order to see her?” His smile is amused, and he arches one brow. “Captain, the moment your queen was recaptured, I sent one of my spies to ready the magic.”

      Fury rushes through my limbs as I worry the inside of my cheek with my teeth. “For what reason?”

      “For anyone who wants proof she is being held. At a price, of course. For amusement when she is tortured. Again, at a price.”

      “Has she—” I start—but stop myself again. I am the Queen’s captain, and I must act as such. It is understandable that I might be emotional for the sake of my queen, or even for myself and my position, but I cannot let him see the hungry panic that devours every part of my insides.

      “Not yet. As far as I’m aware.” The pixie studies my face carefully. It’s all I can do to mask it and hope it’s enough. “Other than the hallucinations.” He chuckles, then wags a finger and steps away from the disk. “Now those have been quite entertaining.”

      My jaw muscles tighten and it’s all I can do to keep myself standing in place and not rushing forward to rip the bloody wings from his back. A winged fae never fully recovers from the removal of their wings. Even the immortal fae succumbs to the injury and has a way of dying or disappearing.

      I lift a hand because I don’t trust my voice, gesturing with obvious irritation that he should get on with it.

      Ordrel lifts both hands, and the room turns frigid. Glittery flecks of ice or snow appear in the air and flutters in a swirling motion until the scene materializes in front of me. A blonde-haired girl huddles in the corner of a cold cell. Her hair hangs all around her in dirty, stringy locks around her face. She wears one of the queen’s fine gowns, which is torn and dirtied.

      This projected magic is illegal. Several thousands of years ago, the then-high king held a sort of tournament, and this winter magic was used to broadcast the events to the entirety of Faerie. The humans have a crude version in their world called television. But after Queen Carys’s grandfather was killed—the same massacre my father was slaughtered in—King North, Carys’s father, outlawed the magic.

      Illegal or not, it’s my only window to see which one is imprisoned. Aria or the high queen. 

      A tray slides across the cell floor, colliding with her boots.

      “Eat!” a projected vampire shouts at her. He’s an older one. A desiccated one.

      “Yessir, Godzilla,” she says in her infuriatingly mocking tone.

      It’s Aria.

      Queen Silver has imprisoned Aria. Not Carys. It’s Aria, without a doubt. 

      I don’t know how Queen Silver trapped a human in her dungeon, but Aria somehow switched places with the High Queen and got herself captured. Damn that girl!

      Aria nearly drops her tray when the guard strikes the prison bars. 

      “What did you call me?” he squawks.

      She lifts her head and I have to hold the gasp that threatens to escape my lips when I see the angry red slashes raked across her face.

      “I thought you said she hadn’t been hurt,” I hiss at Ordrel.

      He shrugs. “She hasn’t.”

      “Then what happened to her face?” I know little about human illnesses, but I remember the stories of humans on battlefields with shallow wounds who succumbed to illness if the wound was not properly cleaned and dressed. By the looks of Aria’s face, I worry that she’ll suffer the same illness.

      “Now, there’s no need to get angry at the messenger,” the pixie says, smiling and pointing to himself. “She looked like that when Queen Silver had her escorted up the palace steps.” He walks toward me until we are mere feet apart and lifts his head to look up at me with obvious defiance and pleasure. “Trust me,” he whispers. “I was there.”

      “He’s a lizard-monster who destroys cities,” projected-Aria continues. “Usually in Japan.”

      Besides the lacerations on her face, Aria seems mostly unharmed, but it pains me to see her shiver while holding up her bravado as she taunts the guard. I have to get her out.

      “I’ve seen enough.” I say. I could watch her forever, but there’s nothing I can do for her through a projected image.

      In an instant, Ordrel shuts off the magic, and the vision disappears.

      “I must admit, Captain, I always imagined your favor would be more… well, more.” 

      I wave a dismissive hand. My mind has already begun working out how I’ll get Aria out of that cell. If I only knew the routes of the Winter Court dungeon better. I’ll have to improvise.

      “Consider your debt repaid,” I say and march out the door.
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      Whoever’s mother said that boredom won’t kill you never spent any time locked away in a Winter Court dungeon. Maybe I was wrong about needing an imagination to make someone miserable. Why fix what isn’t broken, right?

       I admit, life looked pretty bleak in Edmond Dantès’s dungeon cell in The Count of Monte Cristo, and I’m sure Jean Valjean’s time in a labor camp in Les Misérables was horrid, but aside from the fact that they are both fictional characters, I think they were both able to mark the passage of time. I have no way of knowing when it is day and when it is night. And even if I did, time in Faerie is different, so I don’t know if I’ve been here a handful of hours or a handful of weeks.

      I really have no way of knowing anything other than I’m always hungry, cold, and ornery. And all I want is to go home. To my world. I want to leave and never look back. I’ll happily go back to my mundane teenage life. Back to my fair-weather friends, Cassie and Holly. Back to midterms and mystery cafeteria meat.

      The heavy steps of the next guard sounds on the stone hallways, reminding me that at least the guards seem to keep a regular schedule. I suppose I could mark the wall every time my mush arrives, or whenever the dreaded (and illusioned) ankou shows up.

      But by the clomping of hooves, I know it’s the half-woman, half-goat thing guard that’s coming. As disconcerting as it is seeing what I once thought was a mythical creature only seen with CGI magic in a Chronicles of Narnia movie, at least she has a friendly face and doesn’t enjoy taunting me—thinking I’m Carys—like some others do.

      Still, I don’t want to give her reason to start, so I remain huddled against the wall without moving and my head lowered when she comes to look into my cell.

      After a second, she grabs two of the bars with force. A loud hiss follows, and she yelps in pain. I flinch and see her jerk her hands away from the iron. Her black eyes are wide and her mouth pinches with pain. Iron burns the fae so why did she touch it?

      I raise both eyebrows and watch her as she fumbles in the folds of her long jacket, shaking as she pulls on protective leather gloves before gripping the bars again to peer into my cell. The hooved creature frantically moves her head back and forth, causing her careful bun to come undone and fall around her face. It’s as if she’s misplaced something and is panicked in looking for it.

      I turn my head to look at both sides of me, puzzled because my cell looks like it always has. I see nothing amiss. What is she doing?

      Slowly, her mouth forms a horrified O shape and her face pales.

      My heart jumpstarts and I slowly stand, feeling a rush of adrenaline flow through my head and down my limbs. What is she afraid of? I search my cell again. What is she seeing that’s terrifying her?

      Should I be frightened too?

      Still shaking, the guard shoves a hand into her pocket and pulls out a set of iron keys from it, fumbling as she locates the one she searches for and finds the keyhole to unlock my prison.

      With a loud clank, the door lock releases and the iron whines as she pushes it inward, opening it wide. She rushes inside and yanks the thin blanket from my cot and kicks the bucket-toilet across the floor. I slink along the back, trying to stay out of her way, then down the side, keeping my eyes locked on her. But she pays me no attention.

      When her eyes finally jerk to me, they slide right past me as if they can’t gain purchase. As if her vision can’t focus. As if… she can’t see me.

      She can’t see me.

      Taking advantage, I creep toward the ajar door, making as little noise as possible. The guard’s eyes aren’t working correctly, but her ears might.

      The guard lets out a whimpering sound like an injured dog as she tosses my mattress and the remains of my food tray. I duck just in time before getting a face full of hours-old mush or being clubbed in the side of the head by the stone spoon. It’s not safe to stay inside the cell, so I take the opportunity with the commotion to slip out the door and into the prison corridor. I consider shutting the door to trap the guard inside, but the noise might bring others running and I need all the time I can get to slip away.

      My joints are stiff from the cold and so much sitting, so I stumble down the hallway, wishing I could remember the way they brought me in to find my way out.

      The guard in my cell shouts in a panicked plea, “She’s escaped! The Queen has escaped!”

      Another rush of adrenaline washes over me, pumping strength into my legs so I run faster. But the familiar clomping of boots reminds me too much of the raid on the Raven Palace and fills me with terror. I skid to a stop when I see the horde of guards racing right toward me.

      I freeze. My stomach clenches. So much for freedom.

      On a whim, I dive next to a stone column, pushing myself against it. I’m poorly concealed, and there’s no doubt the guards are about to throw me back into my cell. Still, I brace myself for the slowing of their steps as they reach the column and for the violent way I’m sure they’re about to yank me back to my prison. It’s wishful thinking to assume they won’t see me the way the other guard mysteriously couldn’t, but I pray for it anyway and imagine I have Harry Potter’s invisibility cloak wrapped around me.

      Please don’t see me. Please don’t see me.

      The guard’s steps don’t slow and I feel a glimmer of hope that I am still hidden from them, and they will keep racing down the hallway. I press myself tightly against the column and squeeze my eyes closed, pulling the shadows more tightly around me.

      They rush past me so quickly I feel the wind from their movement. They never slow; they never even look over. I dare open my eyes to peek and see the guards still running toward my initial escape.

      A smile splits my lips as I step out from behind the column. I revel in it for a split second while watching them get further away before continuing my escape. But when I turn around, a slower guard with stubby legs and a long beard is right in front of me, jogging behind his cohorts. The air leaves my lungs.

      There’s no way he didn’t see me. He’s staring right at me. But... there’s no change of expression on his face.

      I dare glance back at my hiding spot near the column and back away slowly into it as I keep my eyes on the guard. His eyes seem to look right past me, just like the Narnia-faun guard’s eyes did. He can’t see me, even though he stares right at me. Still, I press myself against the column and watch as he runs by without even a glance in my direction.

      Something is happening. I don’t know why, but somehow, probably by some crazy magic, I’ve become invisible.

      I use this to my advantage as I make my way through the dungeon and up the stairs that lead out of it. Ducking when I run into servants passing, I realize that not a single fae in the Winter Court can see me.

      I walk through what must be the large kitchen. Purple-skinned fae roll dough and slice strange blue vegetables with spikes, but none of them look up as I weave through the tables and stoves. Not even when I knock a teetering pot of stew from its perch at the edge of a long counter. I jerk my hands outward, trying to stop it from crashing to the floor, but I’m too clumsy and it’s too late. I watch helplessly as it falls to the tile, spilling slimy meat and thick broth everywhere. Even on my boots.

      But the servants are so distracted by the mess, they don’t see me slip out the door… and out of the palace.

      Stumbling out into the cold Winter Court air, I wrap my arms around myself and rush down the alley that leads to a deserted, snowy road. Looking both ways, I race across it and into the trees on the other side before finally stopping and sighing with relief. I press my back against the rough bark of a tree to take a moment to slow my breathing and calm my pounding heart.

      I feel a rush of warmth begin at the top of my head and fall over me until it reaches my toes. I’m free. I’ve escaped. I’m no longer trapped in that cold, dark cell.

      “But now what?” I whisper. I may have escaped, but now I’m a fugitive in the middle of a frozen court. It’s only a matter of time before winter fae search for me. And even if I can evade them by some miracle, I’ll freeze to death if I can’t find my way to a warmer climate.

      Sterling and Tien are long overdue. If they were planning to rescue me, I would have seen them by now. So I’ve given up hope that anyone plans to come for me. I’m on my own.

      I take slow steps through the forest, crunching untouched snowy pathways between the trees. Part of me hopes to see a friendly fae who will take me home, but I’m not sure there are many—if any—friendly fae in the middle of the Winter Court forest.

      Maybe it would have been better to be eaten by that biloko so long ago. Sure, hacking off a chunk of my arm would have hurt a lot. And willingly butchering myself for the grass-bearded creature’s dinner wouldn’t have been pleasant. But I’d probably be dead by now. I wouldn’t be here. And at least I was hypnotized not to care. Surely that would have been better than feeling every ounce of emotion and discomfort as I’m about to freeze and starve to death.

      That decides it. I hope I find a fae. If it’s a good fae, I’ll demand to be taken home. If its only wish is to hand me death, I’ll take that too.

      Either way, I’m done with Faerie. I’m done.

      Kraa!

      My heart lifts as I look up to see my raven fluttering until she’s perched on a nearby branch.

      “You’re here!” I cry and absently touch the throbbing gashes on my face. “I’m sorry I didn’t listen when you tried to stop me. I understand why you attacked me now.”

      She ducks her head in remorse.

      I jerk my hand away from my cheek. “Really, I don’t blame you! You were trying to warn me. I’m not mad.” She flutters to the snowy ground, looking up at me, so I crouch to her level and speak softly, “You were trying to stop me from going and I didn’t listen.”

      Kraa.

      For the first time since I walked over the threshold of the Winter Palace, I feel something I thought was gone forever. Hope.

      “You came at a perfect time,” I say, rising back to my feet. “Do you think you can get me out of here? Take me to a portal so I can go home?” I know only the fae can use the portals, but since she’s a morrigu and not an actual raven, maybe she could open it for me?

      Kraa!

      “Good. Lead the way, my feathered friend.”

      “Aria?”

      My heart stutters and I turn.

      It’s Tien.
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      “Is it really you?” I ask the beautiful specter-like creature in front of me, and take another step toward her. Or am I succumbing to the cold and hallucinating? I don’t think I could bear it if she isn’t real.

      “Tien?” she says in a raspy voice that is too good, too real to be a figment of my imagination. “Yes, it’s me. I-I escaped.” 

      It’s only been a few weeks since Aria disappeared and traded herself to Queen Silver for High Queen Carys’s release, but it feels like it’s been a decade.

      She’s here. She’s real.

      The first emotion that fills me is one of pure joy.

      Joy in seeing her after our long absence.

      Joy that she escaped and is alive.

      Joy that she no longer belongs to my brother.

      I no longer care that my toes feel like they’re ready to fall off from the cold. Being of summer fae heritage, I’ll have to find warmth soon, but I worry more about angry red slashes across Aria’s face and the way the dirty gray gown clings to her clearly weakened and starved body. It’s enough to ignite a furious, all-consuming blaze within my core that will not be extinguished until the Winter Queen pays for what she has done to this sweet, kind, beautiful girl.

      Suddenly I feel much warmer.

      Aria shudders. I itch to pull her into my arms. I want to hold her and warm her and keep her from harm for as long as air fills my lungs. I want to do all of that and more, but her expression stops me.

      It’s the look of a serpent ready to strike anything that dares touch it. It keeps me at bay. Is she blaming me for landing her in that dungeon? She slipped past my guards! I did everything in my power—aside from guarding her myself—to keep her from the grasp of the Winter Queen.

      I ground my teeth. “It was foolish to trade yourself for Carys.”

      Aria rolls her eyes. “Yeah, I know. Thanks for making me feel worse, Tien.” She pushes from the tree and walks a few steps into the forest. “I just want to go home. Take me home.”

      “What were you thinking?” I shout, following her.

      Aria whips on me. Her stringy hair flips backward. She folds her arms and even in her weakened state, she is a force. I imagine she could take on an entire army with one icy glance. “I thought humans couldn’t enter the Winter Palace! Or Avala!”

      “Were you trying to test it?” I scoff.

      Kraa! Kraa!

      We both ignore the morrigu perched in the tree.

      “I wouldn’t have left if I thought they could actually imprison me in the Winter Court,” she says softly.

      “You wouldn’t have been imprisoned if you’d just stayed in West Raven either.” I match her tone.

      “I thought you’d come after me!” she shouts, throwing her hands up in exasperation. “Okay? I thought you’d figure out that I’d left and you’d come after me. I thought I couldn’t even enter the Winter Court, but that you’d be there to rescue me or whatever.”

      Frustrated, I grip my hair with both hands. “We were led to believe that humans couldn’t,” I say. “I don’t know what changed that, but it was a truth we thought we knew.”

      “Well, you were wrong.”

      “Yes.” I drop my hands and pause. “But if you hadn’t left in the first place—”

      She steps closer, with a finger aimed at me. “I thought you’d come for me!” Her voice catches. “I was sure of it. Until I wasn’t.”

      A sharp, piercing sensation burrows its way into my center, into my core. That’s what this is about. That’s why our conversation is running in circles. She thinks I failed her. She thinks I wouldn’t come for her. “Of course I came!” There was no doubt I would come for her. “Aria, you have no idea how I—”

      “What took you so long?” she interrupts with a crack in her voice.

      I open my mouth to respond, but she waves a hand and marches off. “It doesn’t matter,” she says. “I got myself out.”

      Kraa!

      Aria’s bird launches from the branch and follows her into the forest. Its red-tipped wings flash through the brown and white of the snow-covered Forest of Night.

      I follow her too. “Aria, it’s not safe to wander off on your own.”

      “I know,” she grumbles, but keeps walking.

      We’re silent for a moment. Only the sounds of boots crunching in the snow and our quick breathing as we trek can be heard.

      “How did you get out?”

      “It doesn’t matter. Just take me home.” She glances at me briefly, but then keeps walking.

      The tone of her voice rips at my insides. What happened to her in the Winter Queen’s dungeon? What did she do to her? I want to do as she’s asked, but I don’t think it’s safe. “I’m afraid it’s not wise to go back to the Raven Palace,” I say with sorrow. “Once Queen Silver realizes you’re gone and that both you and Queen Carys have escaped her clutches, she will bring down all her fury onto the Raven Court. Your morrigu got a message to General Luto. He’s headed to Stardale and advises that we go there inste—”

      “I didn’t say the Raven Palace, Tien,” Aria interrupts, halting her steps. She turns to look up at me with an intensity in her bluebell-colored eyes that I can’t ignore or look away from. Her marred face does nothing to diminish her beauty. “I want to go home. To my world. The human world.”

      The heavy h sound in home and human bounces around my skull as my heart wraps around her meaning with a clenching, suffocating pressure. I cannot bear to see her leave. I cannot bear to lose her. I feel her meaning and it tears and rips at my soul. But I cannot blame her for wanting to leave Faerie. 

      Aria looks away. 

      “I want to go back to Lindsey and Blake and to my brother, Ian. I want to go back to my stupid school and my stupid friends and my stupid life.” Her voice hitches again, and she folds her arms while gently wiping an escaped tear before it reaches the injuries on her face.

      There is a finality in her tone. I don’t dare ask if she ever intends to return if she leaves. It’s left me tongue-tied and fumbling for words.

      “I can’t deal with this anymore,” she says, dropping her arms and straightening. “Carys has returned, and she’s safe now, so you don’t need me anymore.”

      “Aria, I—”

      “I told Carys to go to North Raven. To Stardale. That’s where I sent the rest of the Elmwhisk princes and princesses. I told her to meet them there. I’m sure Carys is there now, safe and sound.” Aria exhales as if releasing all the weight I’ve put on her in one breath.

      I swallow hard and nod. “You want to go back to the human world.”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m escorting you,” I say, then clench my jaw and lift my chin.

      “Fine.”

      “I’m not taking another chance of you running off to be a hero.” My voice is firm.

      “I just told you I want to go home!” Aria cries, blinking several times to keep the tears from returning. “I’m done being a hero!” She turns her head and drops her tone. “I’d just mess it up, anyway. Just like I’ve messed everything else up.”

      Without thinking, I step forward and grip her elbows in both hands. Her head jerks up to me and she presses her lips tightly together and I can see she’s working hard to push back the tears. “You cannot blame yourself,” I whisper. “I never should have brought you here.” I look down. “I’ve expected too much of you. The attack on the palace was my fault. It was all my fault.”

      I consider bridging the gap between us, pulling her toward me, and kissing her. She’s no longer with Sterling. It’s no longer forbidden. She could be mine. But she nods and pulls away before I can. 

      My hands hang limply by my sides, scalded from touching her. She’s like my own personal brand of iron.

      I set my jaw. “Let’s go then.”

      We walk in silence for several steps, hands swinging next to each other without touching. But when my knuckle brushes the back of her hand, she pulls it away and folds her arms tightly together.

      My fault. Why did I have to take so damned long to get to her! I’ve let her down. 

      Thank Vejo she escaped on her own.

      She escaped on her own. A human. A human escaped the great and terrible Winter Court dungeon. How did she do it? I watch her from the corner of my eye, looking for more injuries or some clue, looking for something, anything that would point to the reality that she must have hit a stroke of luck in order to escape. A human could not have escaped the Winter Queen without losing a limb or having some life-altering injury—or without some kind of terrible bargain. But other than the gashes on her face, which Ordrel said she had before they took her into custody, she looks unharmed.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” she asks, giving me a sidelong glance. “I know I need a shower… but do I really look that bad?”

      “Humans cannot compete with the fae,” I say. “Especially the full fae like Queen Silver—”

      “Yes, well, humans also can’t enter the Winter Court,” Aria spats with vehemence. “I think there are a lot of things you assume about Faerie that aren’t actually true.”

      “I didn’t mean…”

      Digging yourself into an underjorkiske mound, are you, Tien? I chastise myself.

      “I mean, how did you escape?” I ask.

      Aria shrugs, her guard finally dropped. “I became… invisible.”

      My head snaps to her. “Humans cannot become invisible!”

      “Do I need to repeat what I just said?” she says. She’s irritated with me. “There are a lot of things about humans that both of us don’t know!”

      “But how?” There must be more. There must be an explanation. What isn’t she telling me?

      Aria stops to look me straight in the eyes, shooting red-hot daggers with her gaze. “I. Don’t. Know. Captain Firetail.”

      I fear her volume will bring any fae who might be searching for her running, so I grip her arm and pull her into a semi-concealed copse of trees. “Well then, tell me what happened.”

      She shrugs her shoulders and sighs, then looks back at me and folds her arms.

      “I don’t know,” Aria says softer. “I was sitting in my cell when this hooved guard came and she… well… she couldn’t see me.”

      “Were you hiding?”

      “Have you seen the Winter Court dungeon?” Aria scoffs. “There’s nowhere to hide! No, she looked into my cell and got all freaked out. Then she opened the door and looked right past me as if I wasn’t there. So, I slipped past her and walked out.”

      My mouth hangs open. The only explanation is some sort of fae magic. Could she… no, I cannot follow that pixie path. I snap my mouth closed before she looks back at me.

      She either doesn’t notice my shock or pretends she didn’t. She waves a hand. “But it doesn’t matter.”

      I can’t let it go. “Aria, that sounds like fae magic.” 

      I turn away from her, resting one hand against the bark of a tall pine tree. If Aria Whisk can use fae magic, that could mean she’s fae. And if she’s fae… or even half-fae… 

      Don’t you dare hope until you know for certain, I scold myself, but can’t help the look I shoot at her.

      “So?” she says.

      I shake my head with incredulity and turn to face her.

      “So I’ve been cursed or enchanted or something, so what?”

      Or you’re fae, I think, but don’t voice. “We should find out. We need to figure out why you were able to do fae magic.”

      “No, we don’t. I told you, I’m done with Faerie.” But by the twitch of her mouth, I can see that she is curious. At least a little.

      Kraa! Kraa! The raven shouts at us and my ears prick.

      Heavy footsteps. Angry shouts.

      Aria’s escape is known. Winter fae are looking for her.

      “We’re not going anywhere if we’re caught,” I say, pulling her. “Let’s go.”
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      Tien grabs my hand and drags me through the trees. I feel clumsy as I stumble after him through the snow. It’s hard to run through deep powder. His hand is hot but I try not to think too hard about how strong it feels as he clutches mine, or the way those same fingers gripped my elbows when he took the blame for all the messes I’ve made with such an intensity in his eyes as if I was the only girl in the world—any world. But I can’t think about the complications between us because it won’t matter anymore if we’re caught.

      And our pursuers are gaining. Their shouts are becoming louder.

      My raven has flown far ahead. Hopefully she’s gone to get help. Or maybe she’s just gone to save herself.

      “This way!” Tien says but doesn’t release my hand and continues dragging me along. 

      We zigzag through the frozen forest, trying to evade our pursuers, but I fear it’s only a matter of time before we’re caught. Our deep footprints in the snow will lead them right to us no matter how quickly we run. My raven was smart to realize that and leave us.

      “Up here,” Tien says, stopping at a tree and gesturing that I climb up it.

      “It won’t matter,” I say, pointing at our trail.

      “Just go!” Tien reaches down and interlocks his fingers in a sling for my foot.

      “Tien.”

      “Stop arguing! Just do it!”

      I grumble and hop up into the tree, climbing higher to make room for him. The tree shakes with his heavier form, but for his size, he’s fast, and he quickly catches up and urges me to go higher. I shoot him a protesting look, but he shoots right back with a glare and I keep climbing.

      “Here,” he says after a few moments. “These branches will conceal us.”

      Shaking my head, I see no point in arguing anymore. Even from our hidden perch, I can see the deep impressions of our boots in the snow. It’s only a matter of time. We’re about to be caught.

      Tien presses himself against the trunk of the tree and watches with an eagle-eye stare while I push myself close to him and catch my breath.

      Soon, a group of a half dozen guards tromp through the forest and, just as I feared, they’re following our footprints. If only I remembered exactly how I made myself become invisible. But even if I could do it again, I don’t trust myself to conceal me and Tien.

      The captain sucks in a breath next to me, realizing exactly what I warned. It looks like I’m headed right back to my cell. But this time, he will be there too. Maybe they’ll place us close enough together so I can sing I told you so for the rest of our miserable lives.

      A heavy, weighted feeling of hopelessness and loss overcomes me and envelops me the way it did in my cell whenever the queen would make me hallucinate. I imagine shadows covering me, making me disappear as if I controlled them.

      My only hope is that my raven flies quickly and gets help.

      I stare at our damning footprints, wishing there was a way to make them disappear. Maybe if my raven had stayed, she could use a branch to brush them away.

      The feeling becomes stronger and I’m almost certain the Winter Queen is nearby, messing with my head. Snapping my head back and forth, I look for her, thinking I’ll spot her standing in the snow while casting a spell on me, but I don’t see her anywhere. Movement catches my eye and I jerk my head back to look at our footprints. The shadows inside the deep impressions seem to crawl out and move like sentient dark orbs marching in a line. I blink several times, trying to clear them, but when I look again, the shadows are still moving. 

      Eventually, they settle in a straight line that looks very much like footprints leading away from the tree and off into the distance.

      When the guards reach the fork that separates our actual footprints from the relocated shadows, they don’t give it a second thought and walk away. Following the shadows.

      They followed the shadows!

      When the winter fae are out of sight, I feel Tien’s eyes on me. His gaze is wide and his jaw unhinged.

      “Well, they’re gone now,” I say, not ready to get into this again. “We can get out of this tree.” Telling him about the invisibility to escape the Winter dungeon was one thing, but the fact he actually saw that I somehow magically moved those shadows is completely different.

      “I saw what you did. That was fae magic.” The openness on his face could melt stone. He’s in awe. It’s undeserved awe, but he’s impressed… and something else. “Did you know you could do that?”

      I ignore the churning feelings that accompany that look. “I don’t want to get into this again. Just take me home.” 

      “Aria, we need to figure this out. We must learn how you can do fae magic. Do you have any idea what this could mean?”

      “I don’t want to find out. Please. Let’s just go.”

      He stares at me with dejection and frustration painted all over his face, but the longer he stares, the softer his features become, and his eyes slowly trail down to my mouth… and I’m reminded of that moment in the hallway. That kiss.

      “Sterling said that you and he are no longer… together,” he says.

      “We aren’t.” I stare back at his green eyes, seeing a hunger, a want in them. But I cannot give into it. If I lose my resolve, I might change my mind and agree with one of his excuses for me to stay in Faerie. But I can’t stay. I’ve done too much. I’ve endured too much. I cannot stay.

      So I break the spell and look away.

      Tien sits back. I’m stupidly disappointed that he didn’t kiss me, even though I know he wanted to. Even though I know I’ve hurt him. I wanted him to kiss me, but if I gave in and allowed his lips to press against mine, I would lose all that resolve. I would sink into his arms and never want to leave.

      But I can’t think about that. 

      I don’t wait for him and begin descending from the tree. Carefully choosing branches and testing my weight on each one, my movement is slow, but I eventually reach the bottom branch.

      Tien hops to the ground from the branch above me—show off—and reaches up with a hand to help me down. But I refuse and leap down, landing hard on my feet.

      He leads the way, but it seems he can’t bear the silence for long because he repeats his earlier question. “Did you know you could do that?”

      “Look, I’m just as surprised as you. How do you even know it was me?” I deflect.

       Tien scoffs. “Who else had the ability to do that, and knew we were in the tree and needed help?”

      “How do you know it wasn’t one of the guards looking for us?”

      “Was one of the guards friendly? Would one of them have a reason to help you?”

      It’s a stupid theory and I know it. “Beats me?”

      “Aria!” Tien grabs my elbow, stopping me and turning me to face him. Even through the layer of the sleeve on my dress, I can feel the heat radiating from his touch. “Why are you denying this? Aren’t you the least bit curious about how you did it?”

      I yank away from him. “How do I know it wasn’t you?”

      Tien looks at the sky in exasperation before lowering his head and his tone. “Because the little bit of magic I have is summer magic. I can manipulate light and heat, not shadows.”

      I force my thoughts to freeze and not think about the implications of what he says. It was a fluke. It was my imagination. Maybe it was a friendly guard! There are about a million reasons why magic happens in Faerie, none of them having anything to do with a human like me.

      “I think you owe it to yourself to figure out what is happening and how you have fae magic.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I-I think you should stay and—”

      “Oh, you’d like that, wouldn’t you!” I shout—then clamp a hand over my mouth at the outburst.

      Tien flinches as if I’d slapped him, but his features quickly smooth into the stoic, stone expression I recognize.

      “For whatever reason, you don’t want me to leave.” I think I know the reason, but I won’t allow myself to think about it. “But you’re wrong. There must be another explanation.”

      “You’re impossible.”

      “Then what? You think I’m fae?” I laugh with weariness and disbelief. 

      “It’s possible. I think you might be fae. Or part-fae.”

      Part fae. He means star fae like him. “Wouldn’t I know it if I were fae?”

      Tien lunges at me, grabbing me around the middle—

      “What—”

      He clamps a firm hand over my mouth to silence me, and I hear it too. Crunching footsteps. It’s the winter fae guards. The ones looking for me.

      We do an awkward dance as he pulls me to some shrubbery and shoves me behind it.

      “Stay here,” he says. “I’ll lead them away, then circle back to get you. Don’t move.”

      “But—”

      The piercing look silences me, but then his features soften briefly and his eyes flit down to my mouth. I look at his lips, but he jerks away and says, “Cover your ears if you hear bells.” He pauses as if something has occurred to him. “I’ve also heard that winter shadows work to stop ears, too. Try pulling shadows toward yourself to stop your ears if you hear biloko bells.”

      Then he disappears into the forest.

      But I only wait a few seconds before trailing after him. Bells or not, he should know better than to leave me behind.
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      The Forest of Night is alive with activity. Besides footsteps of winter fae on the hunt for their escaped prisoner, I sense creatures big and small, watching my every move. I immediately regret telling Aria to keep hidden. She’s certain to be found by something. But she doesn’t wait like I asked anyway, and I soon sense her following me. Although I’m glad to have her close again, her clumsy footsteps drown out the more subtle noises I’m listening for. My senses are intercepted, so I don’t hear the hulking creature stalking us until it jumps out and ambushes.

      A div.

      “Get back!” I shout as I yank my alloyed gold blade, Lament, from the Urozen. I miss, slashing the air behind it after it bursts from the foliage.

      The gray div isn’t one of the larger ones, but I’m still only half its height. Its fangs drip with thick, yellow-green venom. Fortunately, its hypnotic, staring eyes are covered by the shaggy hair that hangs from its forehead.

      Aria rushes to my side and I hook an arm in front to protect her as the div’s tail whips out and cracks in the space in front of us.

      “You were supposed to stay hidden!” I growl through clenched teeth.

      “That hasn’t worked out so well in the past!”

      Graaaaaa! The div screams with a stench that permeates the air like a ripe, decomposing corpse.

      Aria gags beside me and clutches my left arm as I lunge forward and clip the center of one of its paws as it swipes at us. The paw is misshapen and looks more like a crude club than any appendage one might see on a creature of the human realm. The injury doesn’t hinder its ability to strike at us again.

      I shove Aria to the ground, forcing her to duck with me to avoid it.

      The div pauses and blows out a puff of air that—besides making more stench—reveals its black eyes which captures me immediately. I’m trapped in its gaze. I’m hypnotized. I cannot look away. The unseen force of the div’s hypnosis pulls me toward it, freezing my hand that holds Lament and taking overall control from my feet. I’m being sucked into the cold blackness that promises a sure and quick death as soon as I’m within reach of those venomous fangs.

      “Tien!” Aria shouts, but it sounds like she’s far away as if she’s at the other end of a tunnel or a bridge or another realm.

      “Stay back!” I grit through partially frozen teeth. Paralyzed or not, I’m not letting her fall under its spell too.

      Aria yanks Lament from my hand then wields it, using both hands to wave deftly at the div. She slashes back and forth, then lunges, stepping forward with her right foot and pointing the sword forward. It’s not the actions of one who is inexperienced. Aria moves with the skill and sureness of someone who has trained with the sword for years, if not decades. When did she learn to wield a sword?

      She lunges toward the creature again and slices a long gash along its forearm.

      Graaaaaww!!

      Her attack is enough to break the spell and I’m my own again.

      But I don’t have time to wonder at Aria’s sword skills or count on it being anything less than an adrenaline surge, so I take back Lament and lunge toward the div. Right at its center.

      My jab is quick and true. The golden blade of Lament lodges between the giant’s ribs, deep enough that blue ichor spills from the wound. A club-paw dislodges it with one swift strike, sending it careening into the trunk of a tree.

      Aria crouches on the ground, but she’s closer to my blade and sprints with a speed I rarely see from humans. She slides feet-first on the ground, scooping the blade with her right hand, and tosses Lament to me effortlessly.

      How did— 

      I don’t have time for awe and catch Lament midair, then use the momentum of the div crashing toward me to pierce the blade right through its gut. It slides through and out the other side.

      GRAAAWWWW!! The div screams and slumps over my sword. I yank it out and spin away before it topples on me and crashes into Aria, who still crouches on the ground.

      “Umph!” comes from Aria, but she doesn’t cry out in pain, so I hope the impact didn’t injure her too terribly.

      We lie on the ground, panting as we catch our breath and watch for any movement from the fae creature that could have easily ended us both.

      “See?” she says between breaths. “That’s why you can’t leave me alone.”

      “When did you learn to use a sword?” I ask.

      “I don’t know, I was just caught up in the moment. Maybe I picked something up from a movie?” Her tone is flippant. “What was that?”

      I stare at her for several moments. I don’t know why she lied, then changed the subject, because surely she learned to use a sword somewhere, but I don’t want to argue with her now. Not when I just got her back. “It was a div.”

      “What’s a div?”

      “By human terms, they’re demons.” I breathe deeply, filling my lungs with sweet air and blessed relief that we both survived the attack.

      “And by Faerie terms?”

      I glance at her. “It’s a demon.”

      Aria shakes her head with incredulity, but the smile on her face warms my core. Until she winces and touches the jagged gashes on her face.

      “Are you hurt?” I ask.

      She glances down, but I see the brave face she dons when she rises to her feet.

      I rise too and reach out for one of her hands, which she absently allows me to take.

      “Just a few bruises,” she says casually, pulling her hand away and brushing the mess of her hair away from her face. Aria holds one strand of her blonde hair to look at. “Ugh… but now I could really use a shower.”

      “Let’s go to Stardale,” I blurt. It’s foolish to continue to insist on her staying when she is so adamant that I take her home, but I can’t bear to send her through a portal. “Then you can clean up. We could get a healer who might have a salve for the wounds on your face.” It’s selfish too, but I can’t help but attempt to convince her to stay in Faerie longer. She might be safer in the human world, but it’s not a certain thing. I’d rather keep her by my side to ensure that nothing can hurt her. 

      Aria frowns. “It would be quicker to just get me to the portal in the Winter Court. We’re close, aren’t we? Besides, I’m sure some antibiotic ointment will work just fine. I might have to come up with a cover story, like I’ve just come from a Halloween party, or I got into a fight with a chain-link fence, but I don’t think these cuts are anything that can’t be healed by a first aid kit.”

      “The portal is very close to Avala. We could be seen or caught.”

      “I have the power of invisibility, remember?” she smirks, although I’m not sure if she’s convinced she can do it again. “We won’t be seen. Besides, if it works, I’ll be out of your hair and safely out of Faerie soon.”

      I don’t know what she means by being in my hair, but I do want her to be safe. Even if it’s not the version of safe I prefer. 

      She remains close to my side as we shuffle through the forest and begin our ascent up the mountain toward the portal. I keep the tall, black towers of the Winter Court palace on my left and watch for any movement from the corner of my eye as we climb.

      Our footsteps are quiet and although we stop several times for Aria to catch her breath, I’m forced to bite my tongue. The only thing keeping me from engaging in an all-out attack on the Winter Court, from leaving Aria and declaring war against Queen Silver for taking Aria and making her suffer in that dungeon cell, is Aria herself.

      They’re lucky she needs me and I refuse to leave her side.

      “How much farther?” she asks when we’ve been walking three quarters of an hour. I note that she’s slowed considerably. She’s likely severely weakened from her ordeals. “I’m starving and I had this… well, I guess it was a dream where I was back at my house, waking in my bed to the smell of bacon and French toast. I would really love some bacon and French toast right now.”

      “The portal is not far,” I say. “I should have brought you some food.”

      “Naw, I’ll be home soon. I bet I could convince Lindsey to take me to eye-hop.”

      I don’t ask what an eye-hop is, but her tone brightens considerably at the mention. It does the opposite to my mood. I shove the feeling down and we fall back into silence.

      Traveling so close to Avala keeps me on high alert until all my muscles are taut and shivering with the built-up energy, but eventually we reach the portal. It shimmers with an iridescence, and I can nearly hear the crack of magic. But my insides flip flop as I simultaneously feel dread and happiness at what we’ve happened upon.

      “What are they doing?” Aria asks, pointing at the half-dozen winter fae surrounding the portal.

      I press a finger to my lips and point. “They’re guarding it.”

      “But why?” She lowers her voice, but I can hear the disappointment.

      “I suspect they’re waiting for you. Perhaps Queen Silver knows you’re gone and has sent them.”

      “How did they get there so quickly?”

      I don’t answer her question. She didn't know we had to take a wide berth back toward Avala to get to the portal. These guards likely took the most direct path. But I don’t want to point it out and cause Aria to blame herself again.

      “It doesn’t matter. We’re not getting past them.” I say, hoping my tone doesn’t give away my relief and joy that she has to stay with me a little longer. “I’m not taking that risk.”

      Aria nods in understanding but sets her jaw and points at herself with a glint of mischievousness—of dangerous mischievousness—in her eyes. “Mysterious invisibility power… remember? I wasn’t sure I could use it on both of us in that tree, but after what I did with those shadows, I’m mostly confident I can conceal myself again.”

      “Aria, no!” I reach out for her, but she’s already up and walking toward the guarded portal.

      “It’s fine, Tien!” she shouts-whispers back and keeps walking.

      I watch in horror, stumbling after her as she walks straight into the trow’s lair, completely visible. To my surprise, darkness rushes toward her, shadows attaching to her feet and legs as she walks. But she’s too confident, and it doesn’t even cover half of her before one guard’s heads snaps up and spots her.

      “There!” one shouts.

      “It’s the Queen!”

      “After her!”

      My heart plummets and I rush forward, wrapping my hand around her wrist and yanking her close. 

      “Run!” I hiss in her ear before pulling her into a sprint.

      “I guess we’ll have to find another portal now?” Aria shouts, almost amused at our predicament. “Where to next? The one in Spring?”

      “Maybe we should discuss that after we’ve escaped these winter fae? Huh?”
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      Okay, so maybe I was a bit too confident in my ability to become invisible or whatever. Maybe it was a fluke. Maybe I just absorbed something while I sat in that dungeon cell and now that I’m out, it’s wearing off. It seems plausible, but it was foolish of me to test it. I probably should have listened to Tien and agreed to find another portal. It was just the promise of thick French toast slathered with butter and maple syrup and a bit of powdered sugar while sitting down to a Star Wars binge-marathon and forgetting about all of this that I wanted to take the risk. Because that would totally be worth the risk.

      My lungs burn as Tien pulls me through the trees with the winter fae on our heels. I don’t know how we’ll lose them, but I have faith in the captain that he’ll figure out a way to get us to safety. 

      I hope he figures it out quickly because my legs are on fire.

      We weave back and forth, zigzagging through the forest. My boot snags on a tree root and I fall forward, but Tien jerks my hand up, catching me before I faceplant in the snow. He stops and in one sweeping motion, he hooks an arm beneath my knees, lifting me off my feet, and suddenly I’m flying up into a tree.

      In my surprise at being tossed in a tree, my fingers barely catch a branch before I slip from it. Tien wraps his arms around my legs before I crash to the ground and pushes me higher, up onto a low branch. 

      “Climb!” he orders.

      “It won’t work this time! They can see us!” I argue.

      “Just do it!” he shouts and pulls his golden blade from mid-air, then whips around to face our pursuers.

      I scramble higher, frantically grasping for branches and pulling myself up while fighting the near-paralyzing terror as I realize what he’s about to face. I can’t look down when I hear the clash of metal and flesh and inhuman grunts.

      I catch flashes of blades, Tien’s black uniform, the horns of one winter fae, and the lion’s tail of another through the branches. Then the sharp teeth of one and the wings of another. He’s outnumbered.

      After maneuvering to a higher vantage point where I can better see what’s happening, I note Tien is now fighting three opponents. The fae with the horns is no longer around. Either he dispatched the fae already or sent him running. Judging by the fire in the captain’s eyes and his aggressive posture, either result is possible. Still, three to one odds is not ideal.

      My breath catches as I watch a fourth attacker form out of thin air right behind Tien, who’s busy dueling Lion Tail guy. The clashing of their blades is louder than a biloko’s bell, and far shriller. I throw my hands to my ears.

      The dark creature behind Tien surges like growing storm clouds, not taking any particular shape, but looking threatening enough to consume even the most powerful fae. I feel sick as a churning pit forms in my stomach.

      “Behind you!” I try to shout, but nothing comes out. My throat is tight with anxiety, and it rolls off my tongue as a raspy whisper. Thankfully, he’s not distracted, and ducks under Lion Tail’s swinging blade. His focus and nimbleness keep him from narrowly losing his head. I duck as if I would’ve done the same thing were I in the captain’s shoes.

      Wait. In Tien’s shoes? When would I ever be in the captain’s shoes? I don’t sword fight. It’s not exactly an elective at my high school and never once has Cassie or Holly–or anyone else–suggested we spend a Saturday practicing our fencing moves. They’d probably complain about breaking a nail or something. So why am I acting like I know what he’s doing?

       With one quick motion, Tien jabs with his golden blade, stabbing Lion Tail through the chest. But instead of gasping or turning away in horror, I feel a deep sense of knowing. Like I knew that’s what he was going to do, or rather, I knew that’s what I would do.

      Strange. It’s precisely what my mind told me was the proper fencing move. Force the opponent to overcompensate, expose the weakness, then strike. How could I possibly know that?

      It’s all the movies I’ve watched. I tell myself. It must be. Light saber battles and knights of the round table. That must be the reason.

      In one swift movement, he withdraws his sword, and Lion Tail crumples to the snowy ground. Unmoving. Tien eyes the next closest winter fae–Sharp Teeth, who is baring his fangs in uncontrollable anger. From his belt, he whips out two long, jagged daggers with serrated blades. They’re white and I wonder if they’re in fact the upper and lower mandibles of some abominable creature.

      As threatening as Sharp Teeth is, the bulging mass of darkness behind Tien keeps growing, and since the captain isn’t in the middle of a duel, I must try warning him again.

      This time I find my voice. “Tien, behind you!”

      His dark hair flips to the side as he wrenches his neck to gaze over his shoulder. His fighting stance slackens as he turns completely around to face what I now realize is a hulking conglomeration of shadows. 

      Shadow manipulation. Winter magic.

      I look around to see who’s controlling the magic, but I’m cut short when the winged fae swoops low, slamming Tien square in the back and sending him sprawling into a plume of powder. And that’s when the mass of shadows moves in like a tornado, scooping Tien up and sending him into a spin.

      Being high up in the tree while watching a hand here, a leg there circling about faster and faster, is dizzying. But through my shaky head, a thought blossoms like forever blooms. Shadows. I manipulated shadows in the prison cell and then with the footprints. Maybe I can pull on the vortex to help him…

      I close my eyes and take a deep breath. I’m not even sure if I can pull on the shadows. But I must do something!

      Before I can center my focus, I hear a flit, followed by a chorus of flits. I open my eyes to find gashes of light in the mass of shadows. It’s as if unseen blades are slicing through the darkness. The spinning stops entirely, and seconds later, the collection of shadows breaks apart, steaming away into nothingness.

      There, standing in the snow, is Tien. His legs are shaky, and I’m afraid he’s going to collapse. Instead, he summons his golden sword once more, then glares at the remaining winter fae.

      The pounding of my heart against my chest is so loud in my ears, I feel it’s about to beat its way right out.

      The winged fae growls and dives, this time holding the sword Lion Tail used. Tien raises his own blade, and when his flying enemy thrusts, he deflects the blow with both hands, throwing the fae off balance. With one more swing, he severs the wings off the fae before he hits the ground, then quickly dispatches the once-flying menace.

      Even from this distance, I see sweat dripping from Captain Firetail’s face as he pulls his sword free and whirls to face the final fae–Sharp Teeth. To my surprise, the foe that appeared to be so intimidating shrinks with fear. The gruesome daggers fall from his hands, and he turns and runs.

      Elation erupts within me, and I climb down the tree. I’m halfway down when I spot Tien crumple in the snow. I’m left with a sinking feeling in my gut because I fear Tien is dead or badly injured. The silence that falls fills my veins with icy panic—

      “Aria?” he croaks.

      I want to vomit, but my stomach is empty.

      He wasn’t killed.

      The relief that replaces it makes me light-headed and my hand slips from the branch, causing me to lose my balance, and I fall to the snow.

      “Oof!”

      “Aria!”

      Strong hands are soon on my back, turning me over until I’m met with electric-green eyes and dark tendrils of hair hanging over an expression creased with worry. I could kiss him. I’m so happy he’s not dead.

      “Are you injured?”

      I struggle to suck in a breath. “Just. Can’t. Breathe.”

      He helps me sit as I take in big gulping breaths for several moments as air refills my lungs.

      “Aria?”

      I glance at him and smile. “The snow broke my fall, but it knocked the wind out of me.”

      Tien collapses backward with relief, leaning back on both hands with sagging shoulders. “Thank Vejo.”

      I look behind us and see the prostrate bodies of three fallen fae.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Fine,” he says. His face is flushed and shining with a sheen of sweat.

      “But just now, before I fell out of the stupid tree, you collapsed! I thought you passed out or something.” Or something. Like keeled over dead, something.

      “It was just a moment of weakness. I assure you, I’m fine.”

      I nod. “I thought more were chasing us.”

      “There were. We should get moving before they catch up.”

      “Okay, where to now?” I ask. “That portal in the Spring Court near Rosewind?” I’m proud of myself for remembering the geography of Faerie even though I’m leaving.

      “No. We’ll head toward Stardale.”

      “Is there a portal close to Stardale?”

      “Yes,” he says without looking at me and stands, then offers a hand to help me up, which I take, then pull away when I’m secured on my feet.

      “Ready?” he asks.

      “Are you?” I eye him.

      He sighs and guides me with a hand on my back. “Yes. Let’s go.”
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      “I assume we’re walking the entire way?” I ask, trailing on Tien’s heels. 

      Luckily, the others guarding the portal never caught up. Maybe they never followed. We’re making very slow progress. Tromping through ankle-deep snow and trekking across the jagged face of a mountain doesn’t make for a fast pace. And it doesn’t help that the gruel they fed me in the Winter Palace wasn’t exactly full of protein or sugar or really any sort of nutrition.

      “I left a horse in Avala,” Tien says, pushing back a snow-covered branch for me. When I pass under it, he doesn’t keep moving, prompting me to turn and look at him. His cheeks and the tip of his nose are bright red. He’s cold. “But we can’t return for it.”

      I wonder if my face looks the same, but the throbbing of the slashes on my face overpowers any discomfort from the frigid temperature. I figured it would be infected by now if it was going to be, but it also should be somewhat healed.

      “Maybe we should,” I say. “It might be worth the risk.”

      He shakes his head, knocking ice crystals from the tips of his hair. “No. After what we just went through, I cannot bring you into Avala—”

      “Then I’ll hide somewhere and wait.”

      “No. I’m not leaving you again.”

      “Tien, I’ll be fine, don’t—”

      He flips on me, his nostrils flaring. “Do you have a death wish, Aria? Have you forgotten what happened when I left you outside of Rosewind?”

      I remember. It was the biloko who nearly got a chunk of my arm for dinner. But a horse would make this trek easier.

      “I know better than to let the sounds of bells hypnotize me now,” I say. “I’ll just do what you said and cover my ears if I hear them.” I lift my hands to my ears to demonstrate and flash him a wide grin. “Or I’ll try that shadow-ear-plugging-thing you mentioned.”

      He’s not amused and his eyebrows push close together. “No. I’m not risking it.”

      “But—”

      Tien shoots me a hell no glance.

      I straighten. “I used your sword just fine back there. I could use it to protect myself.”

      He shakes his head and turns to continue our trek. “I’m the only one who can pull Lament from the Urozen.”

      “Then pull it out before you leave,” I argue. I’m half-joking, but only half. “Tien, I’ll be fine.” Actually, the more I think about it, the more the thought of him leaving terrifies me, but I’m so tired of walking.

      He bristles with a visible ripple across his wide shoulders, then takes a deep breath before turning to me again. My quick intake of breath is nearly audible at the ferocity I see in his green eyes.

      “Aria.” Tien’s stare sends a shiver from my dirty hair to my aching toes. “When I left you to go to Rosewind, you were just a girl who looked like the queen. Now you’re the girl who pretended to be the queen and escaped our enemy’s dungeon. No one had reason to look for you on the outskirts of Rosewind that day. Every winter fae who is loyal to Queen Silver has reason to look for you now. I’m not leaving you for the convenience of a horse.”

      I barely move my head to nod, but it satisfies Tien, and he leads the way again through the trees. 

      “Sterling won’t be happy that I left his horse in Avala, but he’ll get over it.”
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            CHAPTER NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      We don’t talk much as we walk through the snowy mountain forest. I think I’ve angered Tien by suggesting we get his horse. But as the temperature rises and the ground thaws the closer we get to the Autumn Court, he speaks to me again. Just a few little things.

      Like, “Watch out for that hole,” and, “step over that log,” and, “don’t touch that mushroom unless you ache to be the size of a bumblebee.”

      Gradually the trees seem to grow leaves, but it’s strange because instead of witnessing pink and white blossoms that turn into various shades of leafy green, the trees sprout autumn leaves. Brown and red and orange and bright yellow. It’s the seasons in reverse.

      But the forest is beautiful, and I wish I had my favorite cream sweater and a scarf and maybe even a hot drink flavored with pumpkin spice—just the way my foster mom, Lindsey, makes them.

      It was autumn back home when I left, way back when I willingly came for that summit that was supposed to last a few hours, but here I am, still in Faerie weeks later. I try not to think about how much time has passed. Mostly because I have no idea how much time has passed. Tien took me back to the very moment I left the first time he brought me here, but he said it doesn’t always work that way, that we can’t always use the time river, so I don’t know when I will return. I don’t know if I will return after the long weekend at Cassie’s lake house—which was Tien’s cover story for me—or if it will be several weeks later. Maybe it will still be autumn. I hope it is.

      If I ever make it back.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you so silent,” Tien says, pulling me from my thoughts. We’ve stopped to rest for a few minutes, sitting side to side on a large boulder. His tone is lifting, but I hear the edge of worry lacing it. “Aria, what’s on your mind?” he prods when I don’t immediately answer. 

      I lift my eyes to his, but after seeing the intensity in them, and being so close, my breath catches and I’m forced to look away and down at the ground. “I was just thinking about home.”

      “Home?”

      “Yeah, with the Kings,” I say to the dirt while digging a circle with my toe. “In the human world.”

      “You really miss it?”

      “It’s where I belong.” For the first time since I can remember, it rings true. I belong with the Kings. I belong in my teenage life. I belong in the human world.

      Now it’s his turn to fall into silence. I look back at him in time to see the mask fall over his face. “With the queen returned, do you ever wish to come back?”

      “Why should I? There’s no reason for me to be here.” But even as the words leave my lips, I feel a deep sadness rise from my core. As much as I want to go home, saying goodbye to Faerie forever will break my heart.

      “Yes, I suppose you’re right.” Tien stands and walks a few paces toward an elm tree, reaching up to feel the leaves between his fingers. He drops his hand and his head lowers to the ground with both hands clasped behind him. “Faerie is no longer in need of your service with the High Queen returned.”

      “Exactly.”

      “If you have rested long enough, we should continue walking.”

      “Okay.” I’m exhausted, but the more we walk, the sooner I can finally rest. I stand to join him.

      As we walk, I brush my hand along the trunk of an elm tree, sending a handful of pixies scattering from a hole I hadn’t noticed.

      Two of them rush up to my face, wagging tiny fingers and little pointy sticks at me as they shout with their tiny voices for, I assume, disturbing their home. I quickly duck away from them, remembering that even tiny, pixies can be dangerous. The sight reminds me of the long-haired pixie I saw in the Spring Court what feels like a lifetime ago. She was wrapped in spider silk and stared at me like she recognized me. She probably did. Or at least she thought she did, thinking I was the High Queen. I remember thinking the small creature was so strange. I’ve gotten so used to strange things now, I hardly notice it anymore.

      It makes me smile.

      “Did something humor you?” Tien asks.

      I didn’t know he was watching me.

      “I was just thinking about our time in the Spring Court and how I thought Faerie was so strange back then.”

      “And?”

      “And it doesn’t feel so strange anymore,” I say. “Our time in the Spring Court feels like forever ago.”

      The space between Tien’s eyes creases. “That is because time to a human differs from the fae.”

      “Okay, but are you just saying that because you want to forget that the reason we were in the Spring Court in the first place was because you kidnapped me?” I tease, nudging him with my elbow.

      He doesn’t look amused.

      “Do you regret it?”

      “Kidnapping you?” His tone is incredulous. “Of course I regret it!”

      A sharp pang burrows itself into my chest. I didn’t expect his reaction.

      “I regret the danger I’ve put you in! I regret taking you from your life, from your home. I regret…” He doesn’t finish his sentence and falls back into silence. The brief jovial mood has suddenly flipped back into a heart-ripping one.

      “You regret what?” Kissing Carys when you thought she was me? Kissing me before you knew Sterling and I were done? Meeting me? Knowing me in the first place?

      He shakes his head and waves a dismissive hand.

      “What did you think was on my mind?” I have to ask. “When you asked me back there?” I point behind us, in the direction of the rock we shared to rest.

      Tien glances at me, then quickly looks forward again with his neutral expression.

      My pulse quickens as I feel a chill start at my head and rush down to my toes. Did he think I was thinking about us? About whatever is going on between us? 

      Is anything going on between us? Or is that all part of his regret?

      Tien stares at the ground and his jaw tightens. Something bothers him.

      “What’s wrong?” I dare ask.

      He stops in his tracks, whipping toward me with green fire in his eyes.

      I step back.

      “What’s wrong?” His voice catches. “Aria, you just spent nearly a month in Queen Silver’s dungeon going through—” Abruptly stopping his words, Tien grips a handful of his hair but quickly releases it and lowers his tone. “Going through Vejo only knows.”

      That’s what this is about? He’s worried I’m suffering with PTSD or something? I wouldn’t discount that, but it makes me feel better to see how much he cares.

      He steps toward me, lifting a hand as if to touch me, but stops himself and shakes his head. “Fae have gone mad in that dungeon, but you’re just a…”

      Just a human, yeah, I get that and normally I might be offended, but I understand his meaning. “Tien, I’m okay. Yeah, the Winter Queen’s hallucinations sucked, but I escaped on my own. Remember?”

      A weak smile emerges. “You did.”

      I almost blurt out that this is better than when we walked through the Spring Court, because even though the stakes are higher—and there still might be a horde of winter fae on our heels as we speak—I trust Tien.

       “And it makes me think that maybe you’re not just a…” He trails off.

      I open my mouth to protest, but we’re interrupted by a Kraa!

      Our heads jerk up at my raven. She’s perched on a branch overhead and tilts her head to the side. 

      Kraa! Kraa!

      “Is she warning us of something?” I ask, but she doesn’t seem agitated as she fluffs out her wings, showing off her red tips.

      Still, Tien takes a moment to listen and observe our surroundings, but it’s clear there are no threats nearby and leads me back to my previous thoughts that Tien thinks maybe I’m not just a human. And what that means for the complications that are Tien and me.

      But I can’t think of it now. I didn’t break up with Sterling just to be with his brother. If I want to be done with Faerie, I can’t get involved with another fae. I can’t dwell on the absurdity that I might be one myself, either. 

      “We should head to East Raven,” Tien says. “It’s not far.”

      I thought we were going directly to a portal, I think, but don’t ask. “What’s in East Raven?”

      “We can get a horse and a message to Sterling.”

      Kraa! my raven shouts.

      “It’s too dangerous to send you again,” Tien says to her.

      Kraa! She lifts her beak as if she’s offended, then shakes her wings and flies away.
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            CHAPTER TEN

          

        

      

    

    
      We have to scale the cliffs and rocky canyons of the Atmos Mountains to get to East Raven, but it’s worth the treacherous trek because, nestled against the Great Sea with the mountains creating a natural half-circle fortress all around it, is the most majestic city I’ve ever seen.

      The most majestic besides West Raven, of course.

      The sun has long set when we arrive. We descend the gently sloped hill leading down to the city, walking through long, yellow grass and kicking up blue will-o'-the-wisps as we go. I can see tiled rooftops topping bricked walls with the glittering sea behind them, which reflects the ever-clear, sparkling, diamond-studded sky.

      It’s peaceful and serene and beautiful and I can’t help but pause in my steps to stop and stare.

      “Aria?”

      Tien’s voice pulls my gaze toward him, but I have to look away when I see the way the moonlight reflects with gold in his eyes and silver off his dark hair. It catches my breath and conjures the type of butterflies in my stomach that I can’t be feeling if I ever want to leave this place.

      “It’s breathtaking,” I say, staring back at the city and directing my thoughts away from the fae captain.

      Tien turns too and, as if seeing it for the first time, I note the way his shoulders lift and fall at the sight. “I suppose it is.”

      That comment irritates me. 

      “You’ve lived here for Vejo knows how long and you’ve just now noticed?” I let out a hrumph! and continue walking downhill, passing him.

      He quickly falls into step behind me. “Of course I’ve noticed. But Stardale is even more majestic.”

      Too bad I’ll never see Stardale. It’s the place Carys’s siblings wanted to go for so long and are hopefully there now. It’s the place I told Carys to go when I switched her places. It sounds amazing.

      “We’ll be safe in East Raven,” Tien continues. “I’ll get a message sent to Sterling, then we can rest up before finding easier transportation and continue on our way.”

      I nod. Hopefully Sterling can meet us before I have to leave. I’d like to see him one more time. 

      We make our way silently to the edge of town. Tien directs that we skirt along the back and not enter through the main roadway so that we aren’t seen. We’re only a handful of steps past the first building before Tien stops to rap lightly on a worn green door.

      I position myself behind him.

      The door opens a crack and a milky yellow eye peers out. It’s narrowed and seems suspicious of us at first, but then relaxes in recognition. 

      “Captain, please come in,” a silky voice behind the door says.

      When the fae opens the door wider, we walk in, but I do a double take because I can see right through her. She’s completely transparent. I can see the wall behind her through her pale face and wispy hair and her cream-colored dress that flows in an invisible breeze. She quickly closes the door behind us.

      “We need a room for the night, Elam,” Tien directs. He’s obviously not fazed by her ghostly appearance.

      Apparently, I can still be surprised by the strange.

      The spirit-like fae looks at me and covers her gasp with one hand. “Your Majesty! Yes, yes, of course. Follow me.”

      “What is she?” I whisper to Tien as we follow the fae down the narrow hallway. “Is she a ghost or something?”

      “Not quite. The definition of a ghost is the spirit of one that was once a physical being and has died. Elam is a sylph, an air spirit. She has never had a corporeal body.”

      I have no words, but nod anyway as we follow her. Right when I thought I’d seen it all. 

      But then a realization takes all thoughts about this air spirit and my stomach catches in my throat. She is leading us to a room to sleep in. Are we to share a room? Tien and I? My stomach twists again and lets out an embarrassing rumble. It’s been a while since I’ve eaten anything.

      Tien tilts his head toward me and asks the sylph, “Could we also get a meal?”

      She turns to us. “Yes, yes. I’ll get two meals brought up right away.” 

      “Just one,” Tien says, gesturing that I follow her up the small staircase first. It seems we’ve entered a back way. The servant’s staircase or something. “I will not be staying.”

      My stomach drops back into place, dragging a bit of disappointment with it.

      “You’re leaving me?” I whisper, feeling a different sort of fear at the thought of being left alone.

      “You’ll be safe,” Tien says quietly, guiding me up the stairs with a light hand on the small of my back. The touch sends a gentle buzz of electricity up and down my spine. It’s distracting enough that I have to concentrate on the rest of his words. “I trust Elam, and I’ll send Lieutenant Redlake over to keep a watch. He should still be in East Raven.”

      We walk silently down a quiet hallway with a few electric lights dotted along the walls, casting a warm glow on the rust-red rug lining it. Elam leads us to the closed door at the furthest end of the hall and pulls a large key ring from her massive dress pocket with varied colors of stone keys. Pulling out a shiny red one, she unlocks the door and opens it inward before gesturing that we walk inside.

      The room is small, with only a bed and a large wardrobe.

      Tien follows me in.

      “I’ll bring your meal quickly, Your Majesty.”

      I nod and she excuses herself, pulling the door closed.

      Tien immediately goes to work, checking in and around the wardrobe, underneath the bed, even opening the single window wide to look out for any signs of threat before closing it again.

      “Where will you go?” I ask as he finishes his sweep of the room. I wonder if he hears the shake in my voice.

      “Make arrangements. Send a message to Sterling. East Raven is safe, but it’s too close to the Winter Court to stay long. We need to keep moving as quickly as we can.” He turns back to me with a laser gaze and walks closer.

      I intake a sharp breath of anticipation, but he stops before reaching me.

      “Okay,” I say and nod in understanding. Get to the portal before the Winter Queen catches up and does something worse than throwing me back into her cold dungeon.

      The captain watches me for several breathless moments, but then moves past me and exits after saying, “I’ll be back.”

      Dead on my feet, I can’t even appreciate his unintentional quoting of The Terminator as I walk toward the bed and sit on the edge. It’s plush and my feet and legs feel immediate relief. No more hard cots and icy walls.

      Elam comes back with a tray of something steaming in a bowl—likely some type of soup or broth—and a mug of red liquid, but what catches my attention is the enormous piece of dark chocolate cake sitting next to it.

      Saliva fills my mouth.

      “The captain asked if we had anything from the human realm,” the fae says. “He said you’re fond of human cuisine. This is what I could procure, I hope it’s—”

      “It’s perfect,” I interrupt, hearing the emotion in my voice as my eyes well with tears. I open my mouth to thank her, but the words won’t come.

      She gets my meaning and smiles before setting the tray on the edge of the bed and excusing herself again.

      I should wait to dig into the cake. I should fill my belly with the nutritious soup first. I only have the self-control to take a sip of the red liquid, some sort of berry juice, before picking up the stone fork and slowly carving a bite-size portion of the chocolaty goodness and shoving it in my mouth.

      It would be an understatement to say it’s the most delicious piece of chocolate cake I’ve ever had. I try to take my time consuming it, but it’s gone quickly, as is half of the meaty broth soup before my gut feels close to bursting and I’m forced to stop eating.

      My limbs feel heavy and my eyelids droop, so I move to sit against the headrest of the bed and look out the window while I wait for Tien. I know I won’t be able to sleep until he’s back. He mentioned some lieutenant will stand watch, but I don’t think I’ll truly feel safe enough to rest until Captain Firetail is here. For all my complaining about his diligence and always being on duty, I have come to rely on his presence.

      Although the thought of him back in this room puts me on edge, too. He and I have spent a few nights sleeping in proximity to each other, but it was after he’d kidnapped me and we were traveling to the Raven Palace for the first time. We were strangers back then and so much has happened since. I was still dating Sterling, for one, and there has been a definite spark and connection between Tien and I since then.

      He was pretty clear that day in the hallway when he admitted he’d gladly hand over his queen for my safely. It’s safe to assume he’s into me if he’s willing to commit treason for my safety. And that kiss …

      Well, Sterling never kissed me like that. I think it’s clear that Tien likes me. I let that truth wrap around me like a warm blanket until I realize it radiates outward, too. Directly from my core. Directly from my heart.

      Because I’m pretty sure I’m into him too.

      There. I admitted it. I have a crush on Tien Firetail.

      A fluttering at the window quickens my pulse until I realize it’s just my raven.

      Kraa! Kraa!

      I stand from the bed to open the window for her, but she just looks up at me before turning her back to settle on the window ledge, positioning herself to keep a watch on everything outside. She’s keeping watch over me.

      I move back to the bed, this time lying with my head propped on my hand as I watch her. But it doesn’t take long for her to relax. She’s vigilant in her self-appointed guard-bird duty, but she doesn’t seem concerned. If it’s possible to recognize when a bird is on high alert or not. 

      But her calmness is contagious that I don’t even realize I’ve fallen asleep until my eyes open and the room is filled with light.

      And Tien is still gone.
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        * * *

      

      I only feel a moment of disappointment that Tien never returned last night, especially after my revelation that I might have feelings for him, because Elam knocks lightly on the door and I tell her to come in.

      She smiles at me with clear eyes and carries a handful of items—including a new dress—but I don’t even have time to wonder how a spirit might carry solid items because my eyes widen when I see what the fae who follows her in carries on a tray: a half stack of golden-brown pancakes with a glob of butter and dark syrup dripping down the sides.

      It’s not French toast, but I can’t help but lick my lips at the sight.

      “Yes, by all means, eat first, Your Majesty,” Elam says as the other fae sets the tray over my lap. “Then you can get cleaned up before you change and I’ll bring in a healer for your face.”

      All I can do is nod because I already have a large bite of sweetness stuffed into my mouth.

      “There is a tub in the next room. I’ll have it filled and ready for your use.” The sylph snaps her fingers and the servant scurries out of the room. Then she opens the wardrobe and hangs the dress in it and sets the rest of the items on the nightstand next to me.

      It doesn’t take me long to scarf down the pancakes and make my way to the room with the tub. The heat from the citrus infused water has already filled the air with thick humidity. I waste no time stripping down and immersing myself up to my shoulders and leaning my head back.

      It’s moments like these that Faerie doesn’t seem so bad. Soaking in a hot tub and being waited on like a queen. It was moments like this that made me stay longer than I should, that convinced me to come back when I should have just stayed home. 

      Elam returns with a handful of forever-bloom rose petals that she tosses into the bath. I blink back tears because it’s something my old maid, Mauve, might have done. She knew my fondness for the roses. Elam helps me wash my hair, then assists me in drying and dressing in a pale violet cotton dress. It’s not as exquisite as Queen Carys’s dresses in the Raven Palace, but it’s finer than what I’ve seen most common fae wear.

      As she helps me dress, I can’t help but think about Maeve again. The two fae couldn’t be more different in looks—and solidness—and while Elam is clearly autumn fae, Maeve was spring. But my feeling of safety and loyalty as she gently dabs at the injuries on my face with a soothing salve is indistinguishable from the way it felt when Maeve healed the injury on my hand after the attack on the Raven Palace. I had cut my hand on some broken glass, then worsened it on the vine Tien and I scaled the building with. The injuries were minor, but a healer had a salve that sped up the healing.

      “These wounds look as if a bird slashed your face,” Elam says. “Is that what happened?”

      “Wow, you can tell where the injuries came from even though they happened weeks ago?” I ask. “You guessed right. It was a morrigu.”

      “How did you anger the raven? They are not easily provoked.”

      “It’s a long story, but I do wonder why it hasn’t healed.”

      “Morrigu talons are deadly that way. Unless cared for properly, they can take ages to heal.” Hm… perhaps the first aid kit wouldn’t have been enough.

      As Elam works, I’m reminded of Hillbap too, the leprechaun who kept me and Carys’s secret. But I haven’t known her long enough to tell her everything. Not like I would if it were Hillbap or Maeve. I am impressed by her observation skills, though.

      “It feels much better,” I say when the air spirit finishes attending to the wounds on my face. I touch the edges of the gashes.

      Elam steps back and furrows her eyebrows. “But it is not yet healed. I was merely cleaning it.”

      A knock sounds at the door.

      My heart leaps into my throat. Is it Tien?

      Elam walks to the door and opens it for an incredibly tall fae with sharp pointed ears and long straight white hair that nearly reaches the floor.

      “Your Majesty.” The fae bows low.

      “This is Lenna,” Elam says. “She’s a healer.”

      I thought— I almost say, but bite hard on my tongue as Lenna walks toward me, eyeing the gashes on my cheek. 

      “May I?” she asks, lifting a hand toward my face.

      I nod.

      Long warm fingers press gently against my skin and Lenna closes her eyes. I do too as a heat emerges from her fingers, seeping into the wounds with an uncomfortable fire. I grimace and suck in a breath through my teeth with a quiet hiss, but I endure it because I can feel whatever magic the healer uses to knit my flesh back together. 

      After a few moments, the heat subsides and Lenna removes her fingers.

      “Better?” she asks, as Elam offers me a hand mirror.

      I lift it to see… that my face is completely healed. There isn’t even a trace, a scar, or any sign of the injuries inflicted by my raven’s claws. The skin is smooth and glowing. I lower the mirror, ready to overdo my gratitude with thousands of thank yous, but I catch myself—I must still pretend to be the high queen. “I believe your skill would be appreciated in West Raven.”

      Lenna’s eyes widen and the edges of her mouth lift. “You mean the palace?”

      I nod but bite my tongue. I probably shouldn’t be promising anything since I’m intent on leaving and never returning, but I’m sure Carys would agree that they should employ this fae at the Raven Palace.

      The fae bows her head and excuses herself. “Until we meet again.”

      I nod again. Elam follows her out the door.
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      Tien doesn’t come back immediately, and I become restless. He said East Raven was safe, so I leave the inn to explore the city with Lieutenant Redlake following several paces behind me.

      East Raven is picturesque and reminds me of Tuscany with its cobblestone streets and winding roads. I’ve never been to Italy, but Lindsey has shown me pictures. Even the buildings with their red-stoned brick walls and tiled rooftops, with a large tower in the center—complete with a bell—look like those old Italian towns. Blake and Lindsey spent a year in Europe shortly after they were married and often talk about the cheeses in San Gimignano and how Volterra is super cool, but nothing like how it’s portrayed in the Twilight movie.

      They promised to take Ian and me to Italy next summer. I’ll have to compare the two when I finally get to go, but the similarities between what I’m seeing now and the pictures my foster parents have shared makes me wonder if the Italians somehow copied East Raven, or if it was the other way around.

      “Your Majesty!” a street merchant calls from his booth. “Would you like some erdluitle goat cheese?”

      I’m about to refuse him, but my stomach growls at the mention. I’m a sucker for the chamois cheese and have been ever since Tien first forced it on me right after he brought me to Faerie. I can’t help but say yes.

      The fae’s fingers are large and stubby and end in long, pointed nails, but they look clean. He deftly wraps a chunk of the cheese. “What brings you to East Raven, Your Majesty?”

      “I recently escaped Queen Silver’s dungeon.”

      He pauses and looks at me. Maybe it’s my candor.

      “Yes, her winter minions are looking for me as we speak, but Captain Firetail brought me to East Raven to rest and determine our next steps.” I probably shouldn’t be telling him all of this, but I’m still out of sorts. I want to get out of here and get to the human world as soon as possible, but I can’t help but continue to act the part. To pretend to be queen. Even if I’m doing a horrible job at it now.

      “Then, by all means, let me wrap up another piece for you—”

      “No, that’s alright.”

      “No. I insist!” 

      I want to refuse again since I’m sure selling cheese is this star fae’s livelihood, but the piercing gaze he gives me clamps my mouth shut.

      “What will you do next?” he asks as he wraps the second piece. “I assume this means another war. Another court cannot hold our High Queen captive and go unpunished.”

      I’m without words. I’m not experienced with politics, but the thought or war hadn’t even crossed my mind.

      “Queen Silver capturing our queen?” the merchant continues. “I imagine the captain is furious.”

      “He is,” I agree. “But right now… well, he’s concerned about my safety.”

      “Of course.” Seeing that I don’t have a way to carry the cheese, he places it in a small leather bag to sling over my shoulder. When he hands it to me, we lock eyes. “It has been a pleasure to serve you, Your Majesty.”

      I nod and walk away, but then I turn back and touch my temple with one hand and let my weariness show. “Being in that dungeon so long has messed with my memory. Could you remind me where the nearest portal is?”

      “Portal? To the human realm?”

      “Yes.”

      “I assume you don’t want to go back to Avala.”

      “No. Definitely not.”

      “The Tumul Desert, then, Majesty.”

      I nod and smile in thanks, then continue walking.

      Several fae stop to speak with me and I feel like a broken record with all my brief explanations, like with the cheese merchant, that I was trapped in the Winter Palace and I escaped. Maybe it’s good for the star fae to know what happened to their queen.

      I advise them to alert the guard if they see any winter fae. And I tell them that yes, I am quite alright and yes, it was terrible, but I am unhurt etc. etc. etc.

      I quickly tire of it and wind my way through the back roads and less-traveled alleyways to avoid the questions—making sure that the lieutenant is still following me. I’m not taking chances. Several groups of star fae still stop to speak with me and announce their awe that the High Queen is walking the roads of their home, but I’m also in awe because this place feels almost like… home. Or like home away from home. These star fae, feel like they’re my people. Like I’ve been here thousands of times, walking down these same roads, seeing and hearing these same things. And talking to these same fae.

      But I shake my head. It’s just the time I’ve pretended to be Queen Carys getting to me. That’s all it is.

      “Your Highness,” a shaky voice startles me.

      I thought I was alone on the street but turn to see a fae hunched over and sitting in a doorway. Her hair hangs in thin, yellow strands and her eyes are glossy white. My first impression was that she is an old woman, but like all the fae, her face is youthful and without wrinkles or scars or blemishes.

      My attention is also immediately on guard because most fae call me Your Majesty. It’s such a small thing, but I remember Tien explaining once that the princes and princesses are called highness but only the king or queen is called majesty. But I don’t think it was a mistake.

      I walk toward her slowly. “Did you wish to speak with me?”

      It’s obvious that she’s blind because while her head reacts to my voice, her eyes remain fixated on the ground in front of her.

      “I knew you by your shadows, princess. It has been some time since you have been in East Raven.”

      Shadows? Does she mean what I did in the Winter Court dungeon? Or what happened with the shadows in those footprints? How could she possibly know about any of that? Is she a mind-reader? But what puts me on high alert is her calling me princess. Only those who know I’m not Carys call me princess.

      “It’s a shame, what happened to your memory.”

      Wait. What? How could she know about my memory loss? Does she also know about the car crash that wiped all my memories before it? Does she know who I really am?

      “What do you know about my memory?” I ask, feeling the panic wash over me like a rogue wave without the safety of being on the back of Madseok.

      She finally looks up at me with her unseeing eyes. “I know the one person who you should have trusted the most took it and we all suffered for it.”

      “What are you talking about? What do you mean?” Then I lose it and spout out the one thing I shouldn’t say to this stranger. “I’m not Queen Carys! I’m just a hu— just a girl who looks like her and pretended to be her.”

      The woman rises to her feet, clutching on the door jamb to help her up. Without releasing her grip on the wooden frame, she stares at me as if she can see me. Or rather, see right through me. Then she reaches for the door handle behind her and opens it wide.

      “I never said you were Carys.”

      The fae shuts herself inside the door before I can ask more questions.

      “What do you mean?” I ask, hitting the door with my fist. “What do you know about me? How do you know I lost my memories?”

      “I cannot answer any more questions, Your Highness,” she says from behind the door. “It’s not safe for either of us.”

      My further questions and pounding on her door are fruitless because she says nothing more and I’m in danger of drawing attention to myself. Especially the attention of the lieutenant following me. I walk away and act like the few words the fae said meant nothing, but inside I obsess over her words as I continue walking through the streets of East Raven. I sift through her words, the way she called me highness, her reference to my shadows. And the fact that she was blind! Or at least I assume she was. I don’t know if fae can have disabilities like blindness, but that one small conversation turned my entire world on its head.

      My feet lead me in the direction of the sea. The salty brine becomes more and more potent, drawing me near. Whatever that blind fae meant, whether I really am a part of this world, for real, like Tien suggested, I cannot tell him any part of it because it can’t be true. I want to go home. I want French toast and bacon. I want to go back to high school. I want my mundane but safe life back. So it can’t be true.

      I find the shoreline and stroll along the sandy beach as the sun climbs higher in the sky. Being on this beach next to the glistening sea with healthy whitecaps in the distance and a hearty breeze makes me miss the water horse Madseok so badly, my heart aches.

      If I go home to the human world and decide to stay there, I’ll never see my cabyll-ushtey again.

      Well, technically, he’s not mine. But the feeling I got while walking the streets of East Raven, like it’s home, is the same way I feel about Madseok. It feels like he’s mine, just like it feels like the star fae are mine.

      My ears prick at the snorting of equine and I flip around, thinking that somehow Madseok heard my aching heart and rushed to me. But when I turn, it’s only two regular horses walking toward me. They’re tethered to reins held by Tien.

      My heart skips a beat seeing him, but I push it down. It’s the first time I’ve seen him since I realized my budding feelings for him, but there’s no time for crushes on fae captains. I’m still determined to leave.

      “Did you ever sleep?” I ask with my head tilted and a hand on my hip as I reach out with the other to stroke the neck of one horse.

      Tien just stares and his eyebrows pinch together.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “Carys?”

      I drop my hand from the horse and fold my arms. I’m a little offended. “No, Aria.”

      He rushes to me and grips my chin with one hand, turning it over and over again in confusion. But when the electric shock at his touch zaps us both and sends heat rushing up my cheeks, he releases my face and steps back.

      “How were you—”

      “How was I… what?”

      “How was your face…” He touches the side of his face with one hand. “Healed?”

      “Oh that,” I say, touching my now-smooth skin. “It was a healer? That fae, Elam, had this healer come in to fix it. She put her hand on my face and it burned a little, but it’s better now.”

      “Yes, I know what healers do. I just don’t understand…”

      “Words are hard, aren’t they?” I tease. No, Aria! No flirting! 

      That snaps him from it. “Humans can’t handle healer magic. It burns them.”

      I shrug, pushing back the echo of the blind fae’s words and the hint that perhaps, just maybe, I’m from this world and maybe not entirely human. “Yes, and humans also can’t go into the Winter Palace. We’re learning all sorts of new things about what humans can and can’t do in Faerie, aren’t we? Maybe it was another truth that turned out to be a lie.”

      That gets him. “Yes, I suppose,” he says slowly. “We should go.”

      I don’t want to leave East Raven. I’ve liked it here, but he’s right. It’s time to get home. “Have you at least eaten?”

      “Yes. And I’ve packed some water, but we should get some food for the road.”

      I smile and hold up the near-forgotten bag slung over my shoulder.

      “What’s this?”

      “Chamois cheese.”

      Tien grins and shakes his head.

      “What? A merchant wanted to give some to the high queen! I told him one was enough, but he insisted on giving me two!”

      “You always were good at pretending to be her.”
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      After that hot bath, clean clothes, and having my face completely healed, I feel like a new person. Almost like I was never imprisoned by the Winter Queen at all. Almost like it was a dream and Captain Firetail and I are just hanging out, trekking through the desert on horseback.

      Like it’s no big deal.

      I glance at my traveling partner who rides just ahead of me, all strong shoulders and dark hair that hangs just above his collar. He’s vigilant—as always. His head swivels back and forth as his eyes scan the landscape full of tall cacti and thorn bushes and lots and lots of red dirt.

      It’s like we’re on an adventurous date before prom or something. Heat rushes up my neck and into my cheeks at the thought.

      “You know, in the human world, red dirt means there’s iron content in it,” I say, deflecting from my churning emotions.

      “Yes,” he says, without turning to look at me. “That’s true here too.”

      “So, is that why we needed horses? What would happen if we had to walk? Would it hurt you?” Did he hear the way my voice changed when the word hurt came out all tied to an intense feeling at the realization? That just walking on the dirt might hurt him? And what it would do to me if he got hurt?

      “My boots offer some protection, but yes, if my skin touches the dirt, it will burn.”

      A silence hangs over us as that fact sinks in because if anything happens while we’re traveling in this desert that I’ve suddenly realized is treacherous for my escort… well, actually I don’t want to even think about what would happen then. I need to change the subject. 

      “So, uh… what made you want to become a captain?” It’s the best thing I can think of. Lame, I know.

      “You want to know why I wanted to be a soldier?” He finally turns to look at me. The way his eyebrows pinch, I know the question wasn’t something he expected.

      “Yeah, I mean, was your dad—er, father—a soldier or something?”

      “It was what I wanted since I was very young.” Tien faces forward again. “But, yes, my father had something to do with it.”

      I dig my heels into the flanks of my horse, urging him to trot quicker until I’m riding next to Tien. “Was he a soldier too?”

      “He wasn’t.”

      I want to ask more, but I know that his father’s death is a sore spot. At least that’s what Sterling has told me. I don’t know what else to ask without unintentionally rubbing more salt into an old wound. The truth is, I want to know more about Tien Firetail and his past. But I shouldn’t want to know, because I’m set on going back to the human world. I shouldn’t want to know at all.

      “Both my father and grandfather were prominent star fae in the early days of the Raven Court,” Tien offers without prompting. “It was because of them that I wished to serve in the military.”

      “Was your grandfather in the military?”

      Tien looks at me and I fear I’ve ruined everything by speaking again. Keep your mouth shut, Aria. He was finally opening up.

      I hold my breath.

      He looks forward again. “He wasn’t, but both he and my father were advisors to King Orion.”

      Slowly, I exhale. 

      “King Orion? He was Carys’s grandfather, right?” I keep my tone light and push back the building giddiness. I might actually learn something about Tien’s past and I don’t want to come on too strong with my excitement.  

      All I know of Tien and Sterling’s father is what Sterling has told me. Which isn’t much because Sterling wasn’t born yet when their father was killed. So he didn’t know much. But Tien knew their father. From the bits and pieces of the story that I’ve gathered, Tien was present when his father and grandfather were killed.

      “Yes, King Orion was the queen’s grandfather.”

      Tien doesn’t say more and I fear he’s done talking about his past for now, but then he looks at me with furrowed eyebrows and his head tilted. “Where did you learn how to wield a sword?”

      I flinch. I didn’t expect the question.

      “I told you. I don’t know how to wield a sword.” I blow a puff of air between my lips and try very hard not to think about Tien’s fight with the winter fae and how I seemed to have some sort of instinct about fencing. But it begs the question again. Why would I know how to use a sword?

      Tien pulls the reins of his horse with a hard jerk, stopping it immediately in its tracks. He leans forward and grabs the reins of mine and pulls it toward him.

      “Dismount,” he says, swinging one leg over and hopping to the ground.

      I watch him, a bit stunned—and panicked, if I’m being truthful. “But the dirt! You said it would hurt you!”

      Tien looks at me, then at the ground, then points at his boots. “I have thick soles.”

      He doesn’t say more and walks toward one of the taller thorn bushes and plucks a long branch from it, then begins removing thorns.

      When I don’t immediately step off my horse, his eyes lift to me. “Dismount,” he says again. “I want to prove something.”

      I slide off, hitting the dirt with a puff of red dust, then take the branch he’s nearly cleared of thorns and continue plucking them while he searches for another and does the same with the second one. 

      “Are we sword fighting with sticks?”

      “I don’t have two swords.” Tien glances at me briefly before lowering his eyes again. “And I don’t want to hurt you.”

      When our branches are free of thorns, Tien positions us facing each other with our sword-sticks poised and ready.

      “Both my father and grandfather were excellent swordsfae,” Tien says, stepping forward.

      I block his stick and step backward with my right foot.

      He lifts his head like he’s impressed, though he doesn’t comment. “I wanted to follow in their footsteps.”

      Tien lunges, but I pivot on one foot to deflect, then step forward and thrust my stick at him. He lifts his stick to force my “blade” to slide away, then hangs it at his side.

      “They were my idols, but as I learned more of the sword, it became quickly evident—to them, not to me, since I was a youngling—that I would soon exceed their skill. And so I began training to join the ranks of the military.” Tien lifts his stick again and I mirror him and block another of his thrusts.

      We do some more back and forth, but I’m not paying much attention to our swordplay. I feel a little like Westley and Inigo Montoya from The Princess Bride as they fought on that cliff, but I don’t want to draw attention to our actions. I don’t want him to stop talking and telling me his story, even though I’m surprised.

      Apparently, I do have skill with a sword.

      I had no idea. It’s muscle memory, so perhaps it was something I knew before the memories in my head were gone. Like horse riding. What sort of girl did I used to be?

      “Since the full fae are immortal, and their strength and powers are vastly greater than a star fae, the competition to enter the military is high,” Tien continues. “It’s only our numbers that give us an advantage.”

      “Numbers?”

      Tien holds his stick out to the side, pausing our spar. He seems to chew over words, like he’s not sure how to explain something, or it makes him uncomfortable.

      “Since we are part human, the star fae do not have the same difficulty the full fae do in… producing offspring—”

      “Oh right, you told me that once,” I say. “You said that’s why the royal family is so large. Since the star fae live so long and have plenty of time to have kids.”

      “Yes. So our numbers are greater, but we still have to possess great skill in order to qualify for the military.” Tien lifts his stick as if he’s ready to make another move, but he doesn’t. “When they thought I was ready, my father set up a fight at the Summer Solstice celebration with Fox Leaffall.”

      His eyes gloss over as the shadows cross his features. It sends a chill up my arm. He’s lowering his guard with me, while sword-fighting me, of course, but he’s finally telling me about his past. 

      “I take it this Fox Leaffall was good with a sword too?” I prompt.

      That snaps his eyes back to me. “The best,” he says. “My father and grandfather knew the general would witness the fight, then maybe I could be the youngest star fae ever recruited to the military.”

      Tien surprises me by lunging forward again, thrusting the tip of his stick toward me. As if by instinct, I flick it away with enough force that it shoots off into the desert.

      We both watch it skitter away like a rock skipped on water.

      “So what happened?” I ask as if I hadn’t just disarmed the great Captain Tien Firetail.

      “First tell me how you learned to use a sword.”

      “I don’t know.” I chuckle.

      Tien frowns and steps toward me. “How is this funny?”

      “It’s not!” I laugh again and place a hand on my head, then run my fingers over my loose hair and pull it to the side, twisting it to lay over my right shoulder. “How do I know how to ride a cabyll-ushtey, let alone a horse!” 

      Tien’s frown doesn’t budge, but he lifts a hand to stroke his jaw.

      “Tien, I lost my memories in that car crash!” It’s unintentional, but a bubbling emotion rises and chokes my throat and burns my eyes. “I don’t remember most of my life! Whoever I was before apparently knew how to ride horses and… and fence!” I throw both hands in the air and pivot away from him so my back is turned.

      “Do you think—”

      “Please don’t suggest that I’m a fae!” I plead, whipping back to face him. Because I’m not sure I want to be fae.

      Tien presses his lips tightly together. “We should keep moving.”

      I nod. I’m sad story hour is over, but I’m glad the subject of me being fae is also over because if I thought I was fae, then learned I was wrong… it would gut me.
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      We ride in silence again, with only the sounds of our horses’ occasional snorting and the rhythmic pounding of their hooves in the dirt. We’ve been riding for a while, so I assume we must be getting close to the portal. But I can’t end things like this between Tien and me. I don’t want to go back to my world with an enormous block of regret for our last conversation.

      “She made me hallucinate,” I say. “Queen Silver. While she had me imprisoned.” I don’t want to relive my time in the Winter Court dungeon, but it’s the first thing that comes to mind. Besides, maybe if I open up, he will too.

      “That is one of her favorite torture tactics,” Tien says.

      “Yeah, but it wasn’t like giant spiders crawling all over me, or the walls caving in to crush me. She made me see… well, I guess you could call them visions?”

      “Visions?”

      “Yes. Or dreams?” I pause, tilting my head to the side as if a different view will help me remember. I note my raven has perched on a nearby cactus and watches us with interest. “Except some of them were memories.” Well, we’re talking again.

      “Memories of your home?”

      I smile. “Yes. The one about French toast was about home. But you were in one.”

      I didn’t mean for it to come out so nonchalant, but there it is. All laid out in the open. Don’t overthink it, Aria. You’ve spent a lot of time with Tien.

      Tien nods. “When I kidnapped you and brought you here?”

      “No, it was at the revel. When we danced.” I can’t help but remember the way the sleeves of his black suit felt and his hand at my waist. The way my dress fell over one shoulder and the way the lights of the will-o’-the-wisps shone that night.

      Tien clears his throat. “You said not all were memories? What else did she make you see?”

      I’m relieved and disappointed by the quick move away from talking about the revel. “You were in that one too. So were Carys and Sterling and an immense crowd in the Raven Palace.”

      “What was the event?”

      “I don’t know, but everyone was sad.” A tiny detail pricks my memory. “But the Elmwhisk younglings snuck off for ice cream? I thought fae couldn’t eat cream?”

      Kraa! 

      My raven flies from her perch and zooms over my head. I glance at her, then around me, but I don’t notice any dangers nearby. Tien does the same but comes to the same conclusion.

      Finally, a smile emerges. “We’re not supposed to eat it, but it is a favorite treat.”

      I match his smile. “It makes you drunk or something, right?”

      Tien scrunches his nose and grins. I’ve never seen him do that and it’s so adorable I could kiss him right— 

      Aria, stop. You’re leaving.

      “Yes, it is not wise to consume it.” He quickly sobers. “What you describe sounds like the king’s funeral.”

      Kraa! Kraa! She zooms from the other direction. 

      I wave my hand in the air. What is up with her?

      “But I wasn’t there,” I say, watching the morrigu land on another perch.

      “Were you just observing? Like a pixie on the wall?”

      “No, you walked over and talked to me.” I pause, surprised at how much I remember. “You called me Your Highness, but Carys was there too, so I wasn’t pretending to be her. You offered your condolences to me…”

      And I wanted you even then, but I was holding back like I couldn’t… the way we hold back now.

      Tien doesn’t speak for several moments and I wonder if he heard me.

      “The Winter Queen sure knows how to mess with her prisoners, that’s for sure,” I say.

      “There’s something about that memory that’s… wrong.”

      Kraa! Kraa!

      “What’s wrong?” I turn to shout at her. “If you’re a raven shifter who can be human, just change and tell me what’s wrong!”

      Her cry is less enthusiastic, but still insistent. Kraa. Kraa!

      Frustrated, I turn back to Tien. “Obviously the memory was wrong since I wasn’t at the king’s funeral.”

      His head snaps at me. “No, I mean my memory of the king’s funeral feels wrong.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Tien has slowed his horse to a stop, prompting me to do the same. He doesn’t look at me but stares at the ground. Lost in thought.

      “Tien? What is it?”

      “No.” He shakes his head. “It’s nothing, I just—”

      “Tell me.”

      “What you just described… It's how I remember it too.”

      Kraa! Kraa. Kraa. Kraa!

      We both ignore her.

      “That I was there?”

      “Yes? And no.” He shakes his head again. “Carys wasn’t the queen yet, but it was like I spoke with her—the way you said I spoke to you in your vision—but she was also across the room, mingling with other prominent fae.”

      “The fae can’t be in two places at once, can they?”

      “No. They can’t.”

      I feel a crackling between us, like a revelation or explosion is about to happen. It feels like everything could change forever, like we’re at some sort of pivot point. But it’s right at the edge and I just can’t grasp it. The harder I try to think about it, the more slippery it becomes.

      I want to ask what he thinks it means. I expect him to insist again that more is going on than we know and that I should stay in Faerie longer to figure it out. But something takes over my mouth and my head and instead I ask, “Tell me the rest of the story about Fox Leaffall.”

      I expect him to change the subject back and ask why I slid right past this huge thing we were about to figure out, but the first words that leave his mouth make me forget everything else. “When the killing started, it was chaos.”

      “Wait what? You said nothing about killing. I thought it was just a competition?”

      Tien glances at me. “It was, at first.”

      We prompt our horses to resume walking and I try to hold in the squeal that threatens to burst because even though I’m finally hearing the rest of the story, by those first words, I know it’s going to be a tragic one.

      But at least my raven has stopped shouting at us.
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        * * *

      

      “When I say chaos, I don’t mean that everything turned to madness in an instant,” I continue, glancing away from Aria. “Or the atmosphere went from glasses bubbling over to slashing daggers and scorching fire magic with the snap of a finger. Most didn’t even know something was happening.”

      Something just happened between Aria and I. Something I should remember or dig further into. I know it’s something that would be enough to keep her here longer, but I can’t remember what it was. Something about a memory? Or a vision? No, it was something the Winter Queen did to her. But I can’t hold on to the thought because it keeps sliding away. Instead, I feel the powerful urge to tell her about the worst experience of my entire existence.

      “Wait, this is when you had your duel?” Aria asks.

      I nod. “No one knew fae were being slaughtered as they celebrated their new engagements and exchanged gifts.”

      “This was at the Summer Solstice?”

      “Do you want to tell the story?”

      “No! Go on, go on.” Aria presses her thumb and finger together, then gestures in a horizontal motion against her lips.

      What?

      “I’m zipping my lips,” she says. “Like with an invisible zipper…? I won’t interrupt anymore.”

      I still don’t know what she means, but I continue anyway.

      

      Clinking swords from the various friendly competitions mixed with the clashing steel that threatened to slice through flesh. Screams of delight mixed with screams of terror.

      I, myself, was in the grandest moment of my life when it began and was one of the last to know we were being slaughtered.

      Father set up the fight, as I mentioned. Fox Leaffall, an autumn fae and the most talented swordsman in all of Faerie, had agreed to fight me, Tien Firetail, a common star fae from the Raven Court. We had not mingled with full fae for hundreds of years, but our leaders collectively put the past behind us and celebrated the Summer Solstice as one. My fight was scheduled for the traditional athletic competitions that usually comprised archery and stone throwing, but they added sword fighting at the last minute.

      We could not host all the full fae in West Raven, but all five of the full fae courts were represented. Royalty from Autumn and Summer were present, as well as a few high senators from Spring and the Underwater Court. Winter ruled differently at the time, so it was hard to say if any important fae were present, but I noticed King Orion speaking with a dark-haired winter who held himself with an air of authority. Although it could have been arrogance. Winters were known for their arrogance. 

      And their cruelty. 

      And their violence.

      It would be a lie to say that none of the star fae worried about the brooding winters orbiting the outskirts of the party and emitting their iciness through the otherwise warm summer air.

      But the winters didn’t bother me. 

      I focused on readying myself for the fight. It was an honor and a privilege to duel with not only a full fae, but the greatest competitor of them all. 

      And General Thunder would be watching.

      

      “Wait, Thunder?” Aria interrupts. “Not General Luto?”

      I shake my head slowly. “General Luto was promoted the next day.”

      “Why—ooh.” Aria covers her mouth with a hand, her eyes wide with understanding.

      “This story doesn’t have a happy ending. I can stop.”

      “No! Keep going. I want to know. I want to know you.”

      My head jerks to look at her. Did she say what I thought I heard? She wants to know… me? 

      She’s been so standoffish and insistent that she wants to go home. I had nearly given up hope that she and I— 

      “Keep going,” she prods.

      

      “Mother, please stop fussing,” I said as she straightened my cravat once again. “I’ll take it off before the fight, anyway. It doesn’t need to be straight.”

      She smiled up at me. Her eyes were sparkling with warmth and all the motherliness I didn’t want the general—or worse, Fox Leaffall—to see. I cringed to think what General Thunder would say about my dreams of becoming his youngest soldier in his military whilst my mother still fussed over my clothing.

      She hitched a hand on her hip, straightening her back against the weight of her swollen belly, and used the other hand to cup my cheek.

      “I don’t care how old you are, my Tien. One hundred or five hundred years old, your mother is always allowed to fuss over you.”

      When the dark circles beneath her eyes vanished with her tricks of the light, showing her summer heritage, I urged her to find a place to sit down.

      My brother’s birth was only weeks away.

      “Save your strength,” I said. “You don’t need to glamour away your exhaustion for me.”

      “On the contrary,” she said. “I see Penny headed our way. If I hear one more time how she barely notices her pregnancy—”

      “Just sit, Mother,” I urged.

      Probably too weary to argue, she nodded and moved toward the spectator seating.

      I strode toward the practice area where I untied, then threw my cravat and coat onto a nearby post, then picked up a wooden sword made available for the fighters. 

      For the actual fight, we would use iron blades plated with gold leaf for safety, but everyone knew the deadly metal was just underneath. It was breathtaking to watch as a spectator because as the gold flecked away, the intensity and danger of the fight increased.

      After all, iron could kill a full fae just as easily as it could kill a star fae.

      I stretched my muscles and practiced a few jabs and footwork in the practice area until I was ushered into the arena.

      My heart immediately pounded with adrenaline and anxiety and excitement. But my head remained cool and my hands remained dry as I dropped the wooden sword, then strode to the entrance, taking the offered gleaming sword before entering the gate.

      I heard my mother whoop my name and I feigned a smile in her general direction. A few others called my name too. A group of my friends sat near the back, standing instead of sitting and holding up faerie wine that sloshed as they cheered.

      “Go Tien!” one of my friends called. His speech was slow, so I knew they added cream to the wine. To be honest, I wished they were too drunk to come and prayed they wouldn’t prove to be a distraction.

      But it was not my mother, nor my friends who I wished to see most as I scoured the audience for the familiar faces.

      They weren’t there and my heart sank.

      “Tien Firetail?” a deep voice came from behind.

      It was the general. He stood on the other side of the gate.

      I bowed low, but instantly felt foolish, as it wasn’t the custom to bow to anyone but royalty.

      He didn’t seem to notice my faux pas.

      “I’m very interested to watch your fight with the great Fox Leaffall.”

      “Thank you, sir,” I said, glad that I hadn’t stammered my way through it. Then I, feeling braver, I boasted, “And when I win, might I be the first to enter your military before age two hundred?”

      The general laughed. It was a loud, staccato laugh that didn’t match the roundness of his body or the tone of his voice.

      “If you win… I’ll promote you straight to lieutenant.”
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      I’m enraptured by Tien’s story. He’s a good storyteller and I can tell he’s holding nothing back. It’s everything I didn’t know I wanted from him. I have to bite hard on my tongue so I don’t interrupt when he talks so sweetly about his mother. I want to meet her. His voice shifts low when he admits his self-doubt and insecurities.

      And Tien has friends! He’s never spoken of them until now, not even the mention of their names, but my eyes are opening up to learn that Tien Firetail isn’t just a very attractive fae captain of the guard who only cares about his duty to the crown. He has a life outside of what I know.

      “You already said it didn’t end well,” I say when Tien pauses.

      He shakes his head and continues:

      

      “Impress me,” General Thunder said, leaning closer. I smelled the faerie wine on his breath and saw the glint in his eye. “Impress me and we’ll talk.”

      I stood straighter and saluted the way the humans did. “Yessir.”

      He laughed again and made his way toward the front row.

      “Fox Leaffall!” the announcer called, and the crowd cheered.

      A lean full fae with red maple leaf hair held both hands in the air and roared. The crowd loved it.

      It was Fox Leaffall.

      “Fox. Fox. Fox,” they chanted.

      My stomach dropped.

      “Fox. Fox. Fox.”

      My heart pounded beneath my ribcage.

      “Fox. Fox. Fox.”

      I steeled myself. Standing straighter and taller right as the announcer called, “And our very own Tien Firetail!”

      To my surprise, the crowd was louder.

      My jaw dislocated, but I clamped it shut again and walked toward the center. Stunned.

       Fox marched up to me with confidence and his sword loose at his side.

      “Tien!” Fox said, bearing two perfect rows of gleaming teeth.

      “Fox,” I said, nodding and feeling foolish for sounding so casual in my greeting, but reminded myself that he greeted me informally first.

      “Let’s give them a show, shall we?” he asked, leaning forward and winking.

      “Don’t go easy on me,” I countered.

      “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

      We took our stances facing each other. Each held our blade in front of us and the other arm behind our backs. I danced on the balls of my feet, weeks and weeks of training etched into my muscles. I was ready for this.

      The announcer—a summer—conjured a brilliant fireball flash, and we clashed our swords together.

      He lunged, I parried. He riposted. I turned on my heel to lunge and strike high outside. It seemed we were equally matched, though neither of us broke a sweat.

      “Don’t. Go. Easy,” I said through gritted teeth when our swords struck again, raining gold flecks all around us.

      Fox’s face narrowed, and he smiled. Then in one swift motion, he flipped backwards in the air—using a conjured air current to give him height—and landed lightly on his feet. The crowd cheered as his hair fluttered like falling leaves back onto his shoulders.

      Pfft. Air magic.

      He held his hands to the side.

      “Come on,” he whispered.

      Glancing at the audience, I noted that five of King Orion’s children—including Prince North, Carys’s father—sat in cushioned chairs along the front row… flanked by my father and grandfather on either side.

      I might not be a full, but I could do magic too.

      Seeing Father and Grandfather gave me a resurgence of energy. A sunburst that ran from my crown to my toes. Gathering the sunlight glinting from my blade, I threw it at Fox, momentarily blinding him.

      “Gah!” he cried, getting a reaction from the audience, but I could tell it was dramatized.

      Still, it was enough distraction that when I lunged forward, I caught the fabric of his shoulder, slicing it down the length of his arm.

      I gasped and yanked the blade back, inspecting it for blood. There was none, but the tip also showed none of the iron underneath and still gleamed like solid gold.

      “Aha!” Fox shouted, lunging forward.

      I parried, and the crowd cheered.

      Now I grinned. “Give them a show?”

      The crowd screamed.

      Fox nodded, and a whirlwind spun away from him, catching me and sliding me in a slow circle around him. 

      It sounded like a stampede on the stands. The folk were on their feet, cheering us on.

      I locked my knees and braced myself against the cyclone as my feet dragged in the dirt. If I were a full summer, I could conjure and toss fireballs or lightning directly at Fox and force him to cease the wind, but as a star fae I could only take what was around me.

      A flash of fire lit brightly in the stands.

      Thank you, I thought to whichever summer aided me, and I pulled it away from them. More of the crowd screamed as I deftly put the fire into Fox’s own wind, sending it directly at him.

      “Tien!”

      My heart froze. Various members of the crowd had been calling my name, but the tone, the timbre, the voice stopped me in my tracks.

      The wind ceased. Fox remained still, too.

      Because fae were dying all around.

      

      We stop to rest the horses and I want to ask more about this summer magic Tien described. I’ve never seen him use fireballs or light, and I’m curious about the wind magic too, but as he recounts how he rushed to his mother and dragged her out of the crowd when the killing started, I can’t speak. I have no words.

      Tien stands with his hands clasped behind his back, gazing out into the distance, and tells me how he hid himself and his mother in a copse of trees and watched in horror at the awful massacre.

      “We watched, helpless, as they assassinated most of the princes and princesses,” he says. A haunted, empty look has muted the fierceness in his eyes. “We watched as General Thunder and the great Fox Leaffall were killed. And worst of all, we watched as they slew both my father and my grandfather.”

      I want to offer some sort of comfort, but I don’t know what to do and hold back.

      “When she shrieked—” Tien’s voice cracks, and he bows his head.

      Instinctively, my hand shoots out to take his and I pull it to hang between us. He looks down at our clasped hands, squeezing mine once with his fingers, then rubs the back of my hand with his thumb.

      “I had to clamp a hand over her mouth so the attacking fae wouldn’t hear her and come after us too.”

      A jagged hole rips through my heart at the image.

      “But I was such a coward for hiding.” Tien releases my hand and steps away.

      “What do you mean, coward?” I quickly step to him and pull his arm, twisting him to face me again.

      “I still had the sword! I could have fought them!”

      “But you saved your mother!” I say. “Sure, maybe you could have fought, but she might have died too if you hadn’t hidden her! That’s heroic, Tien!”

      He presses his lips tightly together but doesn’t speak.

      “You saved Sterling too,” I say. “She was pregnant with him.”

      Tien nods.

      “See? Heroic.”

      “The fae took the opportunity of us being all gathered together to massacre us again. The way they did in the Great Purge,” Tien says. “General Luto was promoted because General Thunder died. And after I got my mother to safety, I stayed with her until Sterling was born. Then I joined the military.”

      “See?” I repeat. “Hero.”

      I feel a heavy weight of exhaustion on my shoulders, and I see a weariness in Tien too, so we mount

      our horses again and continue riding through the red-dirt desert. The quicker we get to our destination—me through the portal and back to my bed in the human world, and Tien in Stardale or wherever he’s decided to go after this—the sooner we can rest. A dark cloud in the distance moves in our direction.

      “I understand you so much better now,” I say.

      He glances at me. A lock of his dark hair falls over one eye.

      “All you want to do, all you’ve ever wanted to do, is keep fae safe,” I say, and then a bubbling, near-overwhelming sensation fills my gut. “That’s why you tried so hard to get Carys back when she went missing. You knew that if they replaced her with Prince Piz, they might overrun the Raven Court.”

      Tien doesn’t speak, but his jaw tightens.

      I still don’t agree with the way the full fae have been treated, but at least I can see why now.

      “You were always planning to come for her,” I say quietly. “After they took Carys a second time, you would’ve rescued her, and I messed things up by rushing off and sacrificing myself.”

      “She’s safe, and that’s what matters,” he says. “You saved yourself, Aria. You escaped the Winter dungeon all on your own.”

      “Yes, but you came because that’s what you do. You don’t want to see anyone hurt.”

      Kraa! 

      My raven flies overhead and my eyes follow her to a strange dark cloud. I stare at it, watching it undulate in the sky in a writhing movement. It’s eerie. Like a cloud of insects or starlings.

      “Aria, you’re right—”

      “What is that?” I interrupt, prompting Tien to look too. I squint my eyes and realize it’s a group of creatures. They’re black birds. Hundreds of them. And they’re heading right toward us.

      “They’re morrigu,” Tien says. 

      Kraa kraa kraa!

      Of course. They’re ravens. I feel relief that it’s just more of the creatures I trust. But Tien watches them with scrutiny. 

      Kraa kraa kraa kraa kraa kraa!

      Their calls create a cacophony in the sky, filling it with a near-roar as their individual cries are no longer distinguishable. The entire group angles itself downward, ready to intercept us. Hundreds of black beaks aimed like tiny missiles.

      “Run!” Tien shouts.

      What? I turn toward him. I heard his words, but he isn’t moving.

      “Now!”

      I realize with horror that he’s waiting for me. I dig my heels into my horse and kick it into a gallop right as the birds swoop down with claws out. Several tear at my hair and the back of my dress. My horse lets out a yelp of pain as its flank is gouged.

      Tien is faring worse. He holds one hand up to shield his face, but I can see his sleeves are already torn and bloody from the morrigu’s assault.

      After the group has passed, it flies up to gear up for another attack. Tien uses the chance to ride harder. I press my heels tighter to move my horse quicker, too.

      “Why are they attacking? I thought morrigu were the good guys!” I shout.

      “Your morrigu is good,” he calls and my heart twinges seeing a few of the slower ones rake at him. “But the raven shifters are just as much autumn fae as the rest!”

      Their retreating cries don’t last long, and I soon hear the bulk of the flock coming back for us. I remember the pain from my last raven claw injuries, and that was an attack out of love and warning. I can already feel the way my skin will rip and tear when the birds catch up again. I also remember how Elam said morrigu wounds don’t easily heal.

      It might not be survivable this time.

      Kraa kraa kraa!

      Kraa!

      I lean into my horse, flattening myself as much as I can to avoid the talons, but I know the effort is futile. 

      Kraa kraa kraa kraa!

      Kraa!

      It feels like I’m hit by a truck as a tremendous force knocks me from my mount, but then I’m flipped looking skyward—and at the attacking birds—for a split second before the thing that took me down breaks my fall.

      “Oomph!” Tien grunts, then rolls over on top of me, shielding me from the sharp claws.

      The next few breathless seconds are horrifying as I feel the impacts through Tien’s body as bird after bird swipes with razor-blade talons and pecks with sharp beaks. But what’s worse is the sounds of clothing and hair and flesh being ripped and shredded. I sob into Tien’s shirt knowing he’s in utter agony.

      Tien can’t cover all of me, but I bite hard on my tongue to keep from crying out as the bottom of my dress is torn and claws slash at my calves.

      Kraa kraa kraa kraa kraa!

      Kraa, kraa!

      Kraa!

      Kraa!

      The roaring of ravens fades until I hear only one clear voice.

      Kraa, kraa.

      Kraa!

      Kraa, kraa.

      The attacks lighten until they stop all together, but Tien doesn’t move.

      “Tien!” I hiss in his ear.

      Kraa! Kraa kraa!

      It’s her. It’s my raven. She’s talking to them! Maybe she has stopped them.

      I nudge Tien, trying to get his attention, trying to tell him that the morrigu have stopped their attack, but he’s not budging. He’s gone pale and he’s unresponsive. Suddenly I feel a jolt of panic that he’s passed out from his injuries, or worse… that he’s dead.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “Tien!” I scream. Please don’t be dead. Please don’t be dead.

      He’s breathing. I let out a sigh of relief and want to pull him closer to me even though there’s no way for us to be closer with him lying on top of me.

      “Tien,” I whisper. “I think they’ve stopped.”

      Tien rolls from me, letting out a muffled groan. Immediately, I sit up, scanning our surroundings to make sure the raven-shifters aren’t about to attack again. I let out a breath when I see my raven perched on a thorn bush with several of the morrigu group surrounding her on the ground in raptured attention as she kraas at them.

      Did she stop them? I wonder as I watch them for several moments. By the occasional beady-eyed glances in our direction with beaks tilted, and with the way the birds seem to settle as my raven talks at them, it seems she’s communicating with them and somehow stopped them from continuing their attack.

      Whew!

      I turn my attention to Tien. I need to see how badly he’s hurt, but when I pivot to look, he holds out a hand to stop me.

      “Let me see,” I plead, but grip his hands in mine and see that his hands are an angry red, with the beginnings of blistering. As if he’s been badly burned. I frown. “What—”

      “It’s from the dirt,” he explains.

      Right. The iron in the dirt burns the fae. “Let me see your back.”

      Despite the terrible burns, he grips both of my wrists, locking them and locking eyes with me. “I’ll be fine. I’ve dealt with worse.”

      “No, Tien, that was bad! Let me see!” I try to pull away from him, but even with burned hands, he’s stronger than I am.

      Still, he winces in pain as I try to wriggle free and grits his teeth. “I’ve dealt with worse.”

      “Tien! Let me help you!”

      “Aria.” Tien’s lime green eyes are laser-focused on mine. I can nearly taste the earthy mint scent of his breath. “There’s nothing you can do.”

      A burning sensation crawls itself up the back of my calves and I hiss, pulling them off the ground.

      Tien’s eyes trail to my injuries. The ones that I know are much more minor than his. But the pain I see in his face when he sees the blood making the red dirt redder is enough for me to pull my hand free and push his face back to look at me.

      His eyes flit down to my lips, then back up at my eyes again.

      “If I don’t get to look, then neither do you.”

      Something heavy hovers between us, a crackling electricity that whispers of longing and desire despite our circumstances.

      “You shouldn’t have done that,” I say. “They were after me. You didn’t have to sacrifice yourself like that.”

      “You don’t know they were after you,” he argues.

      “Tien, you said yourself that Queen Silver sent her cronies after me. Of course they were after me!”

      “Morrigu aren’t winter cronies, Aria,” he says, gesturing toward the now-occupied ravens. “They’re autumn fae. But even if they weren’t, do not chastise me for doing my job.”

      “Your job is to let yourself get torn apart?” I sigh. “Of course it is. That’s what is so good about you. You’d save anyone.”

      “You’re right. I don’t want fae or humans to be hurt, and I’ll do anything in my power to avoid that. You’re right that even if… I’d save you even if I didn’t…”

      “Even if you didn’t what?” I think I know what he’s trying to say, but it might just be hopeful. I know what I want him to say. My breaths become quick and shallow. “What are you trying to say?”

      He smiles, a pained smile, and looks over at the group of birds. My eyes follow his and I see a strange conference-type gathering with my raven as the presenter or the preacher or something. When he looks back at me, his smile falls again.

      “I said some treasonous things to my queen about you.”

      “I’m sure you didn’t mean it.”

      “I did. I meant it. I told Carys I’d hand over my queen to save you. At the time I thought she was you, but I told her I’d choose to save you over her.”

      I remember the conversation. It was me he said those words to. Not Carys. I remember the conversation well. It was in the hall outside my bedroom, but I mostly remember it because it was right before he kissed me.

      “Aria, I wanted to make a plan to save Carys from Queen Silver, but the instant I found out you’d gone after her, I became irrational. There was no time for thinking or strategizing or any of that because I just knew I had to get to you.”

      “Because the Winter Queen could kill me easier than a star fae.”

      “Dammit, Aria, it’s because I love you! I’m in love with you! I became irrational and ran because of my feelings for you! Don’t you see that by now?”

      My heart swells and my mouth drops open.

      “Not that it matters because I realized—with horror—that the things between us, the moments we shared, weren’t you at all,” he continues. His tone is laced with a deep ache. “Some of my conversations when I thought I was talking to you were actually with my queen.” Tien reaches up to run his fingers through his hair, but winces when he only makes it halfway. His injuries. They’re bad.

      I pull his hand toward me with one hand while reaching up with my other. “Let me see, Tien!”

      But he stops my hand again. “Did you know I kissed her? I shouldn’t have, because you belonged to my brother, but I didn’t care.”

      I try to wrench free again, but he keeps my hand trapped, willing me to look at him.

      “But now I realize that every time you showed an interest in me, or a sign that you might feel the same way I did, I was with her.” Tien swallows hard and the muscles in his jaw become tight. “And when you pushed me away, it was really you.”

      It’s a weak attempt, but I try again to free my hand while being trapped in his gaze.

      I should let him think he only kissed Carys even though it isn’t true. Even though I’m developing feelings for him too. Because we did kiss. Those treasonous words, that kiss… was me. 

      I should keep my mouth shut because I’m leaving as soon as we get to this stupid portal, and it will be easier if he thinks I feel nothing for him. But I can’t. The look in his eyes is tearing my insides as surely as the ravens tore into his flesh.

      When he finally breaks the spell and looks away, I finally get the courage. “You and I did kiss.”

      His eyes find mine again, but this time they’re guarded.

      “Once. When you said you’d choose me over her… that was me. It was me you kissed in the hallway, outside Carys’s bedroom. Not her.”

      Tien’s eyes narrow.

      “So you don’t have to worry about speaking treason to your queen. I promise I won’t tell,” I say and lift one side of my mouth in a half-smile. “Because it was me you said it to.”

      Something crosses his face that looks a lot like hope, and something else, but he doesn’t talk or move.

      “I’m not saying that I broke up with Sterling because of you, but—”

      “Pardon my intrusion,” a fae with raven-black hair approaches us.

      Tien and I hop to our feet, although I note that Tien rises a hair slower than usual.

      The fae stands with her hands folded in front of her and her head bowed.

      “I am sorry for our attack, we… well, we thought you were the queen.” She looks at me. “Especially seeing you with Captain Firetail.”

      “She’s one of the morrigu,” Tien whispers to me before stepping forward. “You attacked because you thought she was the queen? Do you understand that could mean a death sentence for your entire unkindness?”

      “Not if we had succeeded,” she lifts her head stiffly. “Queen Silver put a bounty on the queen’s head. She intends to take over Faerie and promises to reward anyone who helps her. Forgive our action, but we saw the opportunity to capture or kill both of you for our betterment.” The black-haired morrigu steps forward and I note Tien’s shoulders tighten as his fists clench at his sides. “We are tired of being the slaves of the weak star fae. We are tired of having our magic stripped away. Queen Silver promises a better Faerie for all the pure.”

      “What made you stop?” I ask, stepping forward and placing myself between the captain and the morrigu before he can attack her for what she said.

      He nearly snapped at her last word. I can tell that calling themselves pure is some sort of insult.

      “Iris,” she says, then chuckles. “She stopped us and is telling us quite the tale.”

      “Iris?” I ask, glancing at Tien to see if he knows who she means. The name sounds vaguely familiar. Tien lifts his shoulders, but although his expression is still hard and ready to spring into action, it also tells me he recognizes the name, too.

      The raven shifter lifts an eyebrow. “The morrigu traveling with you.” She points. “The one with the red-tipped wings.”

      Her name is Iris? I had no idea. But now that she mentions it, it's like I knew that all along. I can almost picture her red hair and her clear eyes when she’s in human form. I imagine the two of us would be friends, but I’m sure it’s just because she’s always around.

      “What did Iris tell you?” Tien asks. His tone is slightly more cordial.

      “She said—” The morrigu stops abruptly, then smiles to herself. “She said this would happen.”

      Tien and I glance at each other and I try not to focus on the wet, bloodied back of his shirt and the way his hair plasters to the back of his head. But I wonder if star fae can bleed out.

      “What did she say would happen?” I ask.

      “Well, she said the reason she hasn’t shifted into her human form is because she’ll forget as soon as she does.”

      “Forget what?” Tien steps toward her again. He seems unsteady. I doubt he could attack or capture anyone, even if he wanted. “Tell us what you know.”

      She is unfazed by his fierce tone. “That’s just it. I’ve forgotten. Iris said something happened that has made all of Faerie forget, except the lower fae. In our raven forms, we are lower fae, but as soon as we shift—”

      “You’re considered high fae,” Tien growls.

      “That’s why she won’t shift?” I ask. “Because she knows something? Or remembers what everyone else has forgotten?”

      “Can you remember any of it? Can you remember anything she said? Like what happened or what might have caused it?” Tien asks.

      “I can’t. But I suspect it has something to do with her.” The morrigu points at me.

      Tien looks at me and stares for several seconds as if the answer could be written on my forehead, but I can see it only makes his frustration grow and he turns back to the autumn fae. “Why do you say that?”

      “Her likeness to the high queen? It seems like it’s something someone wanted the fae to forget.”

      But I don’t hear what she says after that because Tien collapses.
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      “Tien!” I scream, rushing to him. My heart pounds, threatening to burst from my chest, and thrums loudly in my ears. My hands scramble over his dark coat, aimless and untrained. What do I do? Tien’s expression has gone slack, his coloring turning a grayish hue. “Wake up! Wake up!” I plead.

      “He’s lost a lot of blood,” the dark-haired morrigu girl says, standing over him.

      “I know!” I shout with venom, looking up at her. “It was your claws and your friends who did it.” I turn back to the captain and see that his hands are getting burned by the dirt. I scoop them up and lay them over his chest, then examine the rest of him to make sure his skin isn’t touching the deadly earth. 

      “Why did you throw yourself over me?” I shout at the unconscious Tien as I pull the collar of his jacket higher behind his neck to protect it. “Why did you sacrifice yourself for me?” I turn back to the raven girl. “I swear, if he dies—” But my threat chokes off with emotion and a guttural sob escapes. He can’t die. Tien cannot die. “What do I do? What can I do?” I mutter to myself. I have no medical background. I’ve never even taken a CPR class. What do I—

      A healer. They have healers here. A healer fixed my face, I’m sure a healer can fix Tien if we hurry.

      “You!” I reach out and grip the morrigu’s hand tightly. She winces from my crushing grip, but I don’t loosen my fingers. I need her to listen. “I don’t know your name, but I need your help!”

      “Sæla. My name is Sæla.” Sterling always told me the fae could be cruel and unfeeling and everything not-human, but I can see the regret in Sæla’s eyes. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Get a healer,” I say. “Lenna, from East Raven. Bring her quickly. Is there somewhere safe we can take him? Somewhere close?”

      “The border to North Raven is just over that ridge.” She points at a rocky hill not far. “We’re almost out of the desert.”

      I glance around, realizing that although I am kneeling in the red dirt, there are grasses and small trees. The desert is fading. With gritted teeth, I nod. Almost out of the desert, huh? Whatever happened to taking me directly to the portal in the Tumul Desert? If Tien wasn’t unconscious right now, we would exchange words about fae deception.

      “There’s a cottage not far from here. It’s an outpost for the military,” Sæla says. “We can take him there. He’ll be safe.”

      “Good plan. Get the message out—”

      “I’m sure there are healers in Stardale who would be closer—”

      “Not Stardale,” I snap. All I need is someone leaving Stardale who has been around Carys, then seeing me and asking too many questions. Better to have someone who likely hasn’t seen the high queen recently. “Just get Lenna from East Raven.”

      Sæla nods and barks orders to a group of morrigu who hop over to investigate. Three of them immediately take to the air and head toward East Raven, while others shift into their human forms—sacrificing whatever they will forget once they are their higher selves—and move to help me hoist Tien onto one of the horses.

      “One question,” I say to Sæla, although I’m almost certain of the answer. “Where is the nearest portal?”

      “The portal to the human realm?”

      I close my eyes with an exasperated sigh, then say slowly, “yes.”

      “It’s back there.” She points at the desert. “Behind us.” 

      “Thank you.”

      After we get Tien draped over the horse, I stand by his head to ensure he doesn’t fall from it. “You’d better not die on me, Captain Firetail,” I whisper. “Because when you make it through this, you and I are going to have a conversation.”
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      Aria’s face is the first thing I see. She’s hovering over me with worry lines etched in her forehead, surrounded by wisps of golden hair hanging down and framing her face. My fingers twitch as I ache to reach up and feel the softness of her locks between my fingers. To touch the side of her cheek. To gently pull her toward me and press my lips against hers. Instead, I lose myself in her bluebell-colored eyes and act on none of it.

      “You’re awake,” she breathes, and her face relaxes. Then she sits back to break the spell and reveal the room. It’s simple. Inside a cottage, perhaps?

      But I can’t think about my surroundings nor the way her eyes turn my insides. Not after what happened to her. Not after those creatures nearly snuffed out the life of this gentle, beautiful girl. “Where are the morrigu?”

      Her head lowers, and she picks at a string on the gray blanket near my feet. She heard the edge of a growl in my voice. “They fled after they helped me get you here.”

      “They fled?” I push myself to a sitting position, leaning forward and directing my eyes at her. “Do you understand what they’ve done?” I feel a tightness in my back, but the fire and pain of the hundreds of lacerations caused by the ravens are gone.

      “Yes. When you collapsed, I didn’t know what to do. Sæla knew about this cottage so she and a few others helped me get you to safety,” Aria says. “Iris went with some others to fetch Lenna from East Raven—she’s the one who healed my face. She came quickly and healed your injuries.”

      “Where is Lenna now?” I ask, glancing around the cottage. It appears we’re alone, but I must make certain we are.

      “She went back to East Raven. Although I asked her to come to Stardale with us.”

      I don’t comment on the healer. “Aria, what the morrigu did is worthy of a death sentence,” I say, leaning closer to her. “You heard them admit they thought you were Queen Carys. What they did, their attack was treason!”

      “Yes, but I’m not Carys.” Aria sits back and tosses her hands in the air. “I’m sure it’s not the same crime for attacking a human. It’s probably not a crime at all!”

      “But they didn’t know you weren’t Carys!” I scoot forward, bringing our faces closer together again and willing her to look at me. It would be treasonous to admit, but their attack on Aria was a worse crime in my eyes than if they had attacked my queen. “We must find the entire unkindness and ensure they are punished!”

      “Tien, they helped me!” she cries, leaning forward on her hands. Our faces are close enough that I can almost taste the sweetness of her breath. “They helped you! You collapsed. You nearly died. Yes, they attacked, but they stopped because of Iris. If they had known who I was, it never would have happened!”

      “But they cannot get away with an attempt on the queen’s life!” I’m forced to look away. I swing my legs from the bed and plant them on the floor. My words are loyal to my sovereign, but my heart is screaming that they should pay for hurting Aria. 

      Aria. Not Carys.

      I’d lose my head if I admitted my response to the attack on Aria, the fire burning in my chest, simmering with anger and fury, is fueled with more damned human emotion than it ever could be if the same thing happened to my queen. “Where are my boots?”

      Aria doesn’t budge. She folds her arms and shakes her head. “If it weren’t for them, you would have bled out in the middle of that desert.”

      “My boots?”

      She points behind us, gesturing at the other side of the bed. I rise and snatch them from the floor, then sit at the edge of the mattress with my back toward Aria to pull them on. “Where are we?”

      “Near Cerauna Lake,” she says. “I assume you know where that is.” Her tone is laced with sarcasm and disapproval.

      “Yes. In North Raven.” I say and rise with both boots clomping on the hardwood floor as I walk toward the single window. It overlooks the majestic lake. By the sunlight, I assume we are on the southeast side of the lake, with Stardale directly across it.

      I feel a prickling at the back of my neck when I hear her stand and walk to stand next to me at the window. “You lied to me.”

      I look down at her. She pulls her pink lips into a frown and crosses her arms.

      “The fae cannot lie.”

      She rolls her eyes and turns to look out the window. “Whatever. You deceived me. I don’t know how you did it, but you made me a fool.”

      Gently, I touch her shoulder to turn her back toward me. “What do you mean? How did I deceive you?”

      “You know, if you’d just taken me through the portal in the Tumul Desert like you said you would, we never would have been attacked by those ravens in the first place!” She pulls away from my touch. “We would have been gone long before the attack happened!”

      “What are you talking about? Our plan was to go to Stardale.” I know we are alone, but I still glance behind us to double check we won’t be overheard before adding, “To find out if you are in fact, part fae.”

      “That’s not what we discussed.” She huffs and flips the twist of her hair over her shoulder, then takes a step backward, just out of reach. “We discussed that you were taking me to the nearest portal. Not Stardale.” The fire in her blue eyes takes my breath. “That morrigu lady, Sæla? She said we’d already passed the portal before we were attacked.”

      I can see that she expects me to fall on my sword, to take the blame for whatever this is she’s accusing me of. But I won’t. Not even for her. “If you feel that strongly, you could have gone back.”

      “And left you to die in the desert?” Aria shakes her head and marches back toward the bed, plopping herself onto it and leaning forward on her knees to bury her face in her hands. “I’m not a monster.”

      I walk toward her and sit next to her.

      “I understand that your memory isn’t as crisp, and you might not remember what we discussed—”

      “My memory is fine—” she says, jerking her head up to look at me. “My memory has been fine since the car accident and I remember that conversation perfectly. When we couldn’t get to the portal near Avala, we said we’d go to the next one. In the Tumal Desert!”

      “No… we decided to go to Stardale to figure out what’s going on! To figure out if you’re fae!”

      “No…  we did not! I told you the instant we stumbled into each other outside the Winter Palace that I wanted to go home. How could that possibly be misconstrued into me wanting to go to Stardale?”

      We stare at each other. This girl is so infuriating!

      “How did you even know there was a portal in the desert?” I ask, pointing out that we never actually talked about the specifics of her going back to the human world through Autumn.

      “Someone in East Raven told me.”

      “Aria, I witnessed you use shadow magic! How can you go home without knowing why or how you were able to do it?”

      “I just want to go home,” her fire fades and she throws herself backward, laying on the bed with the twist of her hair jutting out to the side. “Being in that dungeon made me realize just how much I don’t belong here.” She covers her eyes with her arms. “How much I’ve messed up, how much I really just miss my mom and dad—” Her voice cracks.

      I cannot allow her to blame herself anymore and pull one of her hands away from her face, holding it in mine. “But what if you do belong here?”

      She glances up at me with swimming tears and wipes the edge of her right eye with her free hand before sitting again.

      “I have a theory,” she says, picking at the edge of the blanket again and keeping her eyes downward. “About the magic and why I was able to do it.”

      “What’s your theory?”

      “You know how I never did any fae magic until they locked me in that Winter Court cell?”

      “Yes.”

      “Maybe there was something in that cell. Maybe I absorbed some magic or something.”

      “No. That makes little sense.”

      “Why?” Her eyes lift to mine.

      “Why?” I frown. “Why would Queen Silver allow magic to just seep into her prisoners? It’s counterintuitive to hold a prisoner, then give them special powers to aid their escape.”

      “Well—”

      I can’t help the shake of my head. It cuts off her words. What she suggests is wrong. She doesn’t know the fae or how the magic works like I do.

      “Well, maybe she didn’t know the magic was there!” Aria lifts her hands in her frustrated, angry way and I can’t help but smile.

      “You’re grasping at reeds, Aria.”

      “But I haven’t done any magic since the Winter forest! I bet it’s all gone now! How do you explain that? How do you explain that a human suddenly has faerie magic?”

      “Have you even tried?” I ask. “The few times you’ve used shadow magic have been to escape winter fae, and it has been a while since we’ve seen any. You haven’t felt a need to try.”

      “But remember the last time I tried? It didn’t work. We almost got caught near the portal because it didn’t work,” she argues. “Maybe it was already fading then.”

      No, it didn’t work because you were impatient.

      “Or maybe you didn’t give the shadows enough time to cover you before you waltzed out of hiding,” I say. “I watched as it concealed your feet and legs. Given more time, it might have worked.”

      She stares at me for several seconds. “You want me to try it. Here?”

      “It can’t hurt anything.”

      “Fine.” She lifts her head and closes her eyes.
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      It’s hot in this cottage which makes it hard to focus. But I try to concentrate. I imagine shadows in all corners of the room, gathering around me. I imagine them slithering along the ground and slinking toward me.

      I pull the darkness and envelop myself with them, but it feels off. Or wrong.

      They’re covering my feet and legs, I imagine. My stomach and shoulders and my arms and hands.

      Now they’re creeping up my neck and pulling over my head until I’m completely concealed.

      When I open my eyes, I wave my hands in front of me. They look the same as they always do. Visible.

      I glance at Tien. “Can you see me?”

      He frowns. “Shadow magic is winter magic. Maybe it’s not as strong in the Summer Court.”

      “Or maybe I’m just a human and whatever fae magic I absorbed is gone now.” I stand and walk a few steps away. I don’t want to argue anymore.

      “Humans don’t absorb magic.” Tien stands to join me.

      “How do you know?” I whip on him, shooting a warning look. “Maybe I’m the first!”

       “Whatever it is, I think it’s worth finding out. Don’t you want to know?” He keeps his cool better than I do. “Don’t you owe it to yourself to find out what’s happening? You must admit, what the morrigu said was curious. What if someone cast a curse or a spell over all of Faerie for the fae to forget something about you? Perhaps your heritage? You have a raven who follows you everywhere—even in the human realm—and she refuses to shift into her human form because she doesn’t want to forget.” He reaches forward and takes my hand. I let him.

      “Tien, this all sounds like some cosmic coincidence,” I say, but I don’t believe in cosmic coincidences and his argument is good. “I’m just a human! I have a human life with human parents.” But even I don’t entirely believe my own words.

      He move closer to me and smiles. “Who aren’t your real parents.”

      I pull my hand away and fold my arms. I can’t look at him.

      “And have you forgotten that you have a memory problem, too? I’m not talking about now, as we just proved. Your memory after your accident is just fine.” His chin tilts downward, willing me to meet his eyes. He straightens when I look at his electric green eyes. “But your entire life before the accident was wiped clean. Maybe there are answers in Stardale about that too.”

      “Okay, fine,” I relent. “Let’s go to Stardale. We’re almost there, anyway. Besides, you and everyone else have sold it as this magical place. I might as well see it with my own eyes.”
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        * * *

      

      More than once, I have to stop myself from staring at Tien as we travel around the lake.

      He’s alive.

      From my perspective, star fae are essentially immortal because their lifespans are ten times the life of a human. I never thought I would live long enough to see the death of either Sterling or Tien. From my vantage, the Firetail brothers would stay young and attractive and healthy while I grew wrinkles and gray hair.

      Essentially immortal.

      When he passed out in the middle of our conversation with Sæla, I thought he wouldn’t make it. I thought it was over.

      The great Captain Tien Firetail, killed by ravens.

      “Is everything alright?” he asks, catching one of my stares.

      “Just glad you’re alive,” I say truthfully.

      He smiles but doesn’t respond.

      I keep my eyes on the pathway and neither of us speak until we reach a knoll overlooking Stardale and sit to rest.

      The city looks beautiful from a distance. A towering crystal tower sits in the center—which I quickly learn is the North Raven Palace. It gleams and glows in the summer sunlight both within the palace and from the actual sun.

      “What’s the plan?” I ask.

      Maybe it was all that time I spent in the frozen Winter Court, but it feels especially hot here. Beads of sweat gather at the base of my neck and under my arms. Hopefully I don’t begin to smell because that would get embarrassing really quick.

      “We’ll go to the palace and talk with the queen,” he says.

      “Do you think Carys knows why I was able to do fae magic?” I ask.

      “I-I don’t know.” His stammer is surprising. The usually confident captain seems… unsure. 

      “What is it?”

      Tien stares at me for several seconds. As if gaging whether to say something.

      “Tien, it’s me.” I reach out and take his hand. The gesture immediately brings to mind the declarations he spouted before he passed out. When he said he was in love with me. But perhaps it was all induced by the loss of blood. Maybe he doesn’t even remember saying it. Maybe he didn’t really mean it. I resist the urge to pull back and raise more questions, so I keep his hand in mine. His skin is hot between my fingers. “I think you and I have been through enough that it’s time for you to trust me.”

      That raises one of his eyebrows and I’m reminded of all the reasons he shouldn’t trust me. Such as running off to Isi Aura without telling him to save a mermaid… and then being the reason the Raven Palace was attacked. Then coming back for the summit and going off the rails with grand declarations of helping the full fae… and then running off to switch places with Carys in the Winter Court again without telling him.

      “Okay, maybe I can’t exactly blame you if you don’t trust me.”

      Tien reaches forward and takes my other hand in his. “It’s not that. I mean, I do trust you, but Aria, we must be very careful when we bring this up with the High Queen.”

      I ignore the warm sensation radiating from my core at his words. Trusting me, even though I’ve screwed up so many times.

      “What the morrigu said about making Faerie forget something. It seems suspicious.”

      “Do you think she knows something about it? What Iris told Sæla?” It’s strange knowing the name of my raven, her name. But it’s like I knew it was her name all along. Like I know her, I just… forgot about her. So strange.

      Tien offers me a pointed look. “I don’t want to jump to any conclusions before I know more.”

      “Got it,” I say and reluctantly pull my hands away. “Shall we go?”

      I expect him to agree, but he sits again and pulls me down to sit next to him.

      “Aria, we cannot walk through Stardale in full daylight.”

      My mood deflates.

      “No one can see you walking through the city.”

      “Ugh. Fine.”
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      Even though it’s full dark, Tien leads me through the back alleyways to avoid being seen. I get it, we can’t have fae seeing Carys in the palace, then bumping into me out in the middle of Stardale, but it’s still disappointing. From a distance, it looked like the entire city was made of crystal. It would’ve been cool to walk down the streets and see it up close for myself.

      “I wish I could walk you through the front doors,” Tien says in a hushed tone as he guides me through the darkened back pathways to the palace. “The entrance hall is beautiful.”

      “Even in the dark, Stardale seems more impressive than West Raven. I’m surprised they moved the capital of the Raven Court,” I say. “Not that West Raven is ugly, but this feels more fit for the High Court.”

      “West Raven is more easily protected with the Ohm Mountains and The Sea of Neptulus cradling it,” he says, stopping me with an outreached hand. We’re at a crossroads and he peers around the corner to avoid being seen. After a moment, we continue and rush past the intersection. “And it’s more central in Faerie.”

      “Yeah, I guess…” If I hadn’t experienced the things I had, the attack on the West Raven Palace and the capture of the queen, I might disagree. But looking at the open gates and the walls of this beautiful city, I can see how much easier the star fae’s enemies could overrun Stardale.

      “Your Majesty?”

      My stomach jumps up into my throat. I straighten my shoulders before turning to greet the fae. 

      He’s tall. Very tall. And he has large dark-gray wings that peek up over his shoulders and are covered with silky smooth feathers. His skin matches his wings, with a smattering of white freckles across his cheeks and nose. He’s beautiful.

      “Should you be out at a time like this?” he asks.

      At a time like this? What does he mean?

      “We are heading back now,” I say, gesturing at Tien as my pulse thrums in my throat. But I keep my voice steady. “The captain is escorting me back to the palace.”

      “Yes, and we cannot be delayed any longer,” Tien says, placing a protective hand on my shoulder and guiding me away from the fae.

      “Of course, Captain,” the fae says, smiling and showing off pointed teeth.

      I resist the urge to shudder at his fierceness. Normally, I feel well protected while with Tien, but I fear this fae could squash him if provoked.

      But the fae merely bows slightly before disappearing around a corner.

      “We need to get you inside quickly,” Tien says, reaching for my hand and pulling me quicker through the streets.

      “Do you think he meant me harm?”

      “Every full fae wishes the queen harm.”

      I frown. I disagree, but keep my mouth shut and try to keep up and not trip on my feet as I stumble after him.

      We reach the back of the palace, near a crystal wall—which still looks spectacular in the moonlight—where Tien runs his fingers along the smooth, glass-like surface. His finger finds a button, similar to the one in West Raven behind the tapestry that leads to the secret staircase and pushes it.

      The door slides inward with a grinding sound, but opens up to a long, narrow corridor that runs the length of the wall.

      Tien ushers me inside, guiding me with his hand at the small of my back. It might be unconscious, but I become hyper-aware with his hand there. It only lasts a moment before he turns to glance behind us and ensure the black-winged fae did not follow us before stepping through the door and closing it behind us. The corridor falls dark, so dark I can barely see my hand in front of my face.

      In a flash, a firelight illuminates the space with a warm, orange glow and I realize it’s coming from Tien’s palms.

      “You said I’ve never shown you my fire magic,” he says, his voice full of pride.

      “It’s…”

      But he takes my hand with his free one, then pulls me through the hallway, silencing my words and causing my mind to go blank at the electric touch running from his palm to mine. We travel up a few staircases and through several more hallways until we reach a door adorned with gold leaf and inset with what look like precious jewels. It could very well be the room for a queen. Carys’s room.

      I consider knocking to be polite, but Tien pushes the door open and shoves me inside.

      “What are you doing?” I hiss.

      “Talk to her. I’m going to find General Luto.” He pauses, staring at me for several seconds as if deciding something. “And that fae we bumped into was a winter, so I need to ask some questions.”

      “Be careful,” I say, then stumble inside and close the door quietly behind me before turning. Carys stands in front of me with her mouth hanging open.

      “Aria,” she says, a little breathless and with a hand pressed against her chest. “You escaped.”
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      For a split second, I worry the high queen is angry that I escaped. But it only lasts a split second because then a wide smile splits across her face and she runs to me. Two crushing arms wrap around me, pressing me to her and forcing a floral scent into my nostrils. It’s a familiar smell that I haven’t enjoyed for ages. Since I left the Raven Palace.

      “Hey, Carys,” I say, hugging her back. I didn’t realize how much I’ve missed her.

      She pulls back to look at me. She looks as regal as ever, wearing a long purple nightdress and her hair down and around her shoulders. “How—” she shakes her head. “How did you get out? Was it Captain Firetail?” The queen’s smile grows wider. “I mean, I’m not surprised.” She smirks.

      “What’s that supposed to mean—” I start, but I shake my head and pull at the twist of my hair hanging over my shoulder. Obviously, I know what that means. “Never mind.”

      Tears form in her eyes. “You have no idea how much I’ve regretted letting you take my place. I have been thinking about you nonstop since I left. I nearly came back.”

      “No, Carys, it was okay. I survived. I escaped,” I assure her. I’m glad she didn’t come back. Who knows what the Winter Queen might have done if she decided she needed us both in her dungeon?

      “Come, come.” She pulls me further into the room. “I want to hear everything.”

      Everything?

      I join her on her large king-sized bed covered in a soft, pale pink quilt and sink into it. I could fall asleep immediately. I haven’t slept since East Raven. I couldn’t sleep at the cottage when I didn’t know if Tien would live or die. And although the bed in East Raven was fine, there is something about being back within a palace of star fae, somewhere where I know within my core that I am safe, that releases all the tension and anxiety and fear. Every bad feeling dissolves away, knowing that I’m safe.

      Kicking off my shoes, I scoot up onto the bed with my back against the headrest and my knees hitched up with my arms wrapped around them. Carys sits at my feet with one leg folded in front of her.

      “First, how did you escape? Did the captain come?” She winks.

      “He did… but not until after I escaped on my own.”

      Carys leans back and props herself on her elbow. She doesn’t look surprised. “You’d think the winter fae would wise up. Did you take advantage of the illusioned ankou?”

      “No. I tried.” I pause. When I told Tien that I escaped with shadow magic, he said it was important to find out why. If I tell Carys, will she demand the same thing? Will she insist that I remain in Faerie longer? 

      Or… does she already know how I was able to do the fae magic? Did she always know I could do it? Does she know what all of Faerie has forgotten? Or was she made to forget, too?

      “What did you do?” she prods. “I’m intrigued.”

      “I hid,” I lie. Well, it’s not technically a lie. Because I did hide with the shadow magic.

      “You hid?”

      “Yes. I hid and when a guard came to check on me, she freaked out, thinking my cell was empty. I lucked out because she opened the cell door and when she came inside to look for me, I slipped out and ran down the hallway.” It’s a flimsy story. I wish I was better at telling convincing lies.

      Carys frowns and places a hand on her head. “There was nowhere to hide in my cell.”

      I shrug and pray she doesn’t ask more.

      “But it doesn’t matter,” she says, flipping a hand in the air. “You escaped.”

      “Yes, and now I… I just want to go home.”

      Carys reaches out to tuck a loose strand of my hair behind my ear. “Aria… it isn’t safe to go back to the Raven Palace. At least not yet.”

      “Not West Raven!” I say, sitting straighter and folding my arms. “Home. I want to go home. To the human realm.”

      Carys opens her mouth, but she doesn’t speak for several seconds before her mouth closes again and she smiles. “The human realm. Aria, I think we should talk about this.”

      “What is there to talk about? You don’t need me anymore!”

      “What about Sterling? Have you seen him since you came back?”

      I shake my head. “Tien snuck me in straight to you.”

      “Don’t you want to see Sterling before you go?”

      “Of course, but there’s something you should know about me and Sterling.”

      Her eyes are bright. “What’s that?” But something in my face gives me away because she straightens and says, “Wait. You’re in love with Captain Firetail?”

      “What?” I close my eyes briefly and jerk back. “That’s not—” but I can’t spit it out. “Sterling is still my best friend, but he and I are no longer together. Like romantically together. We broke things off before I ran off to switch places with you.”

      Carys raises both eyebrows and flashes a knowing smile. “Because… you’re in love with Tien?”

      “Not because…” I sigh. “Carys, please. I just want to go home.”

      “Actually, there was something I wanted to do now that you’re back.” She takes a breath. “I think we should tell the princes and princesses about you. About us. About what we did. I think it’s time we told them the truth.”

      “Why? There’s no need to tell anyone anything. I’ll just go home… and I’ll never come back.” I pause and drop my hands and my chin. “There will be no need to sneak around to keep our secret anymore because I won’t be here.” But even as I argue, the thought of Piz and Atlas, of Celeste and Rio and Leo and the twins knowing who I really am causes a warm, fuzzy feeling to burst from my chest. I want them to know me. I want them to know I’m not Carys, but I love them anyway.

      But simultaneously I can only imagine the level of betrayal the Elmwhisk royals will feel once they do find out. They’ll hate me.

      “Please? Come talk with our brothers and sisters first, then decide?” she asks. “And I’ll make sure if they’re angry, that they’re angry at me. You were just helping. You were there for them when I couldn’t be. They’ll love you for that, I’m sure.”

      “It’s not that…” I had considered the possibility of them taking issue with me secretly filling in as queen, but maybe my fears are wrong and my actions and genuine love for them will trump the way I deceived them.

      It won’t change anything. And if they don’t care that I’m human, if I become even more attached to them because they know me for me and not as someone pretending to be Carys, it will make it that much harder to leave.

      Wait… She said come talk, then decide?

      “You don’t want me to leave?”

      “No. I want you to stay.”

      “Why? I don’t belong here.”

      “Just… let’s talk to them?”

      I bite the inside of my cheek. I shouldn’t say yes. I shouldn’t give in. I should tell her no and just go home. But the thought of them knowing the truth… of knowing me. Aria. It’s too tempting to pass up.

      “Yeah, okay,” I say. “But can I sleep a little first? I’m exhausted from the journey here.”

      “Of course.”
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      I find Sterling exactly where I expected. In the stables, inside a stall, grooming a steed. Even though we are now in Stardale and not West Raven, Sterling still made his way to the place he feels most comfortable. Among the horses and cabyll-ushteys.

      My brother turns, hearing my footsteps.

      “Brother!” His face lights, then his smile falls and he walks toward me. “Your message was cryptic. You said to meet here, but you didn’t say if you’d found her. Is Aria alright? Did you rescue her?”

      I nod and chuckle, then lean my arms over the stall door between us. “Yes, I found her, but she rescued herself.”

      “She rescued… how?”

      I twist my mouth and look down briefly before saying, “she used shadow magic.”

      Sterling steps back. “Shadow… but that’s winter magic. How?”

      I lift my head again. “I don’t know. We’ve come here to find out.”

      “You’ve brought her here. Good.” Sterling lifts a hand to his chin, then walks forward, gesturing that I step aside for him to exit the horse stall.

      “And there’s something else,” I say while moving backward. Sterling lifts the latch and closes the door behind him before facing me. I continue, “We had a run in with some morrigu and learned there was some sort of curse placed on all of Faerie. A memory curse.”

      “How do they know this?”

      “Because that bird that’s been following Aria around, the raven, knows what all of Faerie was made to forget because it only affected the higher fae.”

      “That’s why she never shifts into her human form,” Sterling says in understanding. “She’s lower fae as long as she remains a bird.”

      “Exactly. She knows something.”

      “What do you think the curse is?”

      “I don’t know, but I suspect it has to do with Aria,” I say. “Otherwise, why would the morrigu follow her around like a protector?”

      “That’s a good point, but not exactly proof of anything.”

      “I think Aria’s face—identical to our queen’s—is evidence enough.”

      “Are you here to discuss it with Queen Carys?”

      “Aria wants to, but I think we must be careful how we present the information.”

      “What do you think is going on, Tien?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know. But I aim to find out.”

      My brother places a hand on my shoulder. “I have faith you’ll figure it out.” When I glance at him, I see a mischievous sparkle in his eye. “But I have a question to ask. Have you told our Aria how you feel about her?”

      I pull away. “It doesn’t seem right to be discussing such matters with you, Sterling. She belonged to you first.”

      He shakes his head. “She never belonged to me. At least not that way.”

      “If you must know, I did share my feelings with her.”

      “And did she reciprocate?”

      “No.” We were interrupted before she could respond, but I imagine she was grateful for that because we have not spoken of it since. But I don’t tell Sterling any of it.

      My brother’s lack of response is also telling of Aria’s feelings.

      I make an excuse to leave.

      “Tien!” Sterling calls as I walk away.

      I turn.

      “Where’s Rumble? I’m sure he could use a rub down.”

      “I uh… he’s still in Avala.”

      My brother shouts out a string of curses as I rush out the door.
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      Sunlight illuminates the room when I awake. Afternoon sunlight.

      Queen Carys wears a red silk gown, her hair arranged perfectly in her signature braid-crown, and she reads a book while sitting in a plush chair.

      “How long did I sleep?” I ask, sitting.

      She smiles at me, then puts her book down and rises. “You’re awake! You slept a long time. It’s late afternoon.”

      I blink several times and rub the sleepy dust from my eyes, then cover my yawn with a fist.

      Carys walks over to sit on the edge of the bed.

      “Did you sleep?”

      She nods. “Yes, but I didn’t spend over a dozen nights in a Winter cell. You needed it.” Carys pulls one corner of her cherry-red lips upward. “We should probably send word to Tien that you’re awake.”

      “Why? Does he need something?”

      “He came by at least ten times to see if you were okay.” She winks. “You really should tell me what is going on between you two.”

      “I’m not entirely sure what’s going on between us.”

      “Alright, we’ll come back to that later. But first, let’s talk to the princes and princesses.”

      “Yes.”

      Ten minutes later, Hillbap works on my hair as I sit in front of the vanity.

      “I’m so glad you made it,” she says. “I worried so much when you told me to stop following you. I wished I had stopped you.”

      “Nonsense,” I say, because I don’t know what else to say. Carys and I owe so much to her, and I’m so glad to see her again.

      “We’re all safe, and that’s what matters,” Carys says. “If it weren’t for you, we wouldn’t all be here right now. What’s that smile for, Aria?”

      For the first time, we aren’t trying to look identical. Hillbap insisted on curling my hair, but when she’s finished, she will twist it to hang over my shoulder and not put it up in a fancy crown-braid like Carys. And while Carys wears a crimson dress, for me she chose one that’s a soft blue. It reminds me of The Sea of Neptulus on a clear day. For once, it will be nice to be my own person. To look like me. Aria Whisk. And not trying to pass as the High Queen of Faerie. The only thing that would make the moment even more perfect is if I could wear a sweater and jeans.

      “Oh, I’m just glad there’s one person who isn’t angry at me for sneaking out and switching places with you,” I say.

      “I imagine Captain Firetail was livid,” Carys says with amusement. “I’m already waiting for him to come check on you again.”

      My cheeks burn and I focus on my hands in my lap.

      “Hey, at least you escaped yourself. I’m sure he was impressed when he found you. What did he think about you hiding to escape?”

      I glance in the mirror at Hillbap, watching her reaction, but she gives nothing away. But something about being in the same room as the leprechaun—no, something about being in the room with Carys and Hillbap brings back the feeling I had when Carys and I were sneaking around and pretending to be each other. Those were stressful times, for sure, since it was a constant worry that someone would figure out I wasn’t the queen. And especially stressful when I learned Carys was going around kissing my then-boyfriend and the captain, all while pretending to be me. But those moments in Carys’s bedroom, those moments when Hillbap was making Carys and I look identical to one another, were some of my favorite times in Faerie.

      After riding Madseok and going on adventures with Sterling, of course.

      It feels like these are my two best friends and we’re getting ready for a school dance or something. The feeling I have while being with them is worlds apart from being with Cassie and Holly in my world. The feeling and emotion hits me so powerfully, I’m forced to blink several times to rid the brimming tears. It almost makes me want to stay and never go home.

      A warm hand wraps around my shoulder. “What is it?” Carys asks. “What’s wrong?”

      I sniff once and stare at my hands, wringing them together. “It’s nothing, I just…” I glance in the mirror at her as tears fill my eyes. It was so strange at first, seeing someone with my identical face, but now she’s more like a sister to me. “Ugh… I don’t know why I’m crying.”

      Hillbap’s hands stop and Carys crouches down to be eye level with me.

      I tilt my head to the side and sigh. “I want to go home, but I know I’ll miss you.” I glance at the leprechaun. “I’ll miss you both.”

      “Then stay!” Carys pleads.

      “Yeah.” I let out an exasperated laugh. “Tien would like that too. He thinks—” I halt.

      “What does Tien think?” Carys asks, standing again and smiling. “It sounds like I need to collude with him to get you to stay.”

      “No, don’t!” I reach out to stop her, but my shout is too frantic. Too suspicious.

      “Aria?” A worry line forms in her forehead. A worry line identical to the one I often get. “Is there something you’re not telling me?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know why I’m keeping it from you, but Tien thinks I should stay to… figure things out.”

      “You mean between you and him?” Carys wags her eyebrows.

      “No! I mean, we haven’t talked about… I don’t want…” I glance at Hillbap.

      “Do you want me to leave, Your Highness?” She asks.

      “No! It’s not…” I cover my face with my hands and groan.

      “What is it, Aria?” the queen prods.

      I keep my head buried when I say, “I somehow used winter magic to escape my prison.”

      “What?” Carys whispers. “I thought you said you hid?”

      I spread my fingers to peek at the queen. The color has drained from her face, but she holds her composure together. “Well, technically I did. I hid with shadows.”

      “I-I don’t understand.”

      I drop my hands into my lap again and don’t dare look at her. “I used the shadows to… make myself invisible…” I let the words hang in the air, waiting for someone to say something. For one of them to dismiss it or have some explanation for it or something. “I gathered the shadows around me, and the guard couldn’t see me.” I dare a glance at Carys. “That’s how I slipped out.”

      Carys furrows her eyebrows. “Are you sure it was shadows you used?”

      “What else would it be?” I ask. “It was this darkness—which, as you know, there is plenty of in that dungeon—I… I don’t know. I drew it to me and wrapped it around myself until the fae couldn’t see me.”

      I see Hillbap look to her queen for guidance.

      Carys smiles sweetly at her, but there’s a thinly veiled panic behind her expression. “Could you leave us, Hillbap?” she asks. “I can help Aria finish dressing.”

      Hillbap curtsies and excuses herself with zero hesitation.

      “Tien thinks I might be fae and I don’t know it,” I say when we’re alone. “But—”

      “What do you think?” Carys asks. One eyebrow is raised. It feels almost accusatory.

      I don’t let it intimidate me. Carys might be the high queen, but she’s also my friend. “I think I somehow absorbed some winter magic while sitting in that cell. Then I did it once more to hide our footprints in the snow when the winter fae were searching for us, but I have done nothing like it since. I promise.”

      “Have you tried?” Carys’s smile finally returns, and she waves a hand. “Never mind, you don’t have to try.”

      I flash her a grin of gratitude. I already know I can’t do it anymore.

      “Anyway, I wanted Tien to take me straight to a portal and go home, but he insisted we come here.”

      “Well, I would have been sad if you left without saying goodbye,” Carys says, then moves to lift the blue dress from the bed. I feel a cold shift in her. Like she’s just going through the motions. Like her thoughts are a million miles away. “You have done so much for me, for Faerie, for the star fae, I’m glad you haven’t gone yet.”

      She helps me into the dress. The gown covers my shoulders and flows down into a modest semi-sweetheart neckline. My arms are covered fully with the soothing blue fabric that feels smooth against my skin. It’s a pleasant change after the clothing I wore for so many days in that cell and even the clothing given to me in East Raven. I can’t help but think it’s possibly the last time I’ll wear such a dress, so I take in every detail as Carys twists my hair. The waist of the dress is thin and spills out into several asymmetric layers from top to bottom. It reaches to just above my knees and is longer in the back. It’s a dress fit for a princess or a queen.

      Carys stands next to me in front of the mirror after finishing my hair.

      “I still don’t want you to go,” she says. The two of us still look so much alike, even if we aren’t dressed the same.

      “We could be sisters,” I say. “You know, if we weren’t different species.”

      Carys turns away. “Shall we? Piz was gathering everyone in a small parlor where we won’t be interrupted.”

      “Yes. Let’s go.” I don’t miss her dismissal or her coldness after telling her about the shadow magic, but I’m looking forward to seeing the Elmwhisk princes and princesses and so try not to let it bother me. I also remember that Carys once lost a beloved sister. Now I wish I could take back the comment about us being sisters. Maybe my comment hurt.

      I shouldn’t say things like that, I scold myself. It’s more of an argument for me to go home. Even more than the thought of French toast. If I leave, I can’t hurt her with my words.
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      Carys and I walk alone through the corridors—which all have the same crystal-like walls, just like the outside. We don’t speak as we walk, perhaps both lost in thought about the meaning of what we’re about to do. We’ve hidden our secret so long and until now, the only fae who knew were the Firetail brothers and the general.

      It makes me wonder who Carys wishes to tell next, after we tell her siblings. The rest of the court? All of Faerie? Will I ever get to leave?

      The door is closed when we arrive and Carys looks at me with a reassuring smile and takes a deep breath. “Hopefully they’re all here so we can shock them all at once.”

      I can’t help but smile. “Let’s hope they like me.”

      “They’ll probably like you better than me.” Her smile falls. She believes her words.

      I touch her shoulder. “You’re their sister. They love you.”

      Carys twists the knob and pushes the door inward. I follow on her heels. I close the door behind us and look around the sitting room at the gathered princes and princesses.

      Ophi and Sage sit on the floor playing some sort of game, while Celeste and Geminina sit on a couch next to them, watching. Piz and Quin speak in hushed tones near the far wall, with Atlas listening in.

      My eyes tear up at the sight. I’ve missed them all so much. I’ve spent so much time pretending to be their sister, it feels like they are my family.

      Rio and Leo spot us first and rush up to Carys, hugging her around her knees.

      “Who—” Leo starts, but when his eyes lift to my face, he stops himself. With a finger suspended in the air, he looks between Carys and I.

      When Rio looks, his mouth hangs open and he does the same. 

      But it’s not until Piz and Atlas look at us, and Piz stomps over with an almost angry pinch of his eyebrows that someone finally says something.

      “How is this possible?” Celeste asks from the couch.

      I step back as Piz nears us.

      “Which one—?” he asks.

      “She’s Queen Carys,” I say, pointing to the queen.

      “Yes, and this is Aria.”

      “Who is she?” Geminina stands and walks slowly toward us with folded arms. I haven’t spent much time with Geminina, but other than her cat-eyes, she looks very much like she could be my younger sister. Her blonde hair is even tied in a twist over her shoulder. I feel like I’m looking at a younger version of myself.

      “Now, now, don’t get upset,” Carys says, holding both hands out. “Aria has helped us—me very much.”

      “How?” Piz finally speaks, standing straight and tall in a commanding stance. “Why does she look exactly like you?” he asks Carys. “What sort of magic is this?”

      “No magic. Come…” She gestures for us all to sit. “We’ve come to tell you everything.”

      Everyone obeys, although Ophi and Sage don’t look up from their game.

      “Do you remember when I went missing?” Carys starts.

      “Yes, we missed you,” Lyra says, though she keeps her distance from both of us and stands near a bookcase on the far wall.

      “Well, Captain Firetail looked everywhere for me, but Sterling had found Aria in the human realm. When Tien found out, he brought her here to pretend to be me.”

      “You’re human?” Virgil asks me. 

      I nod once, but don’t speak and sit stiffly in the corner of the couch.

      “Aria pretended to be me to help us and the Raven Court from falling into the wrong hands.”

      Piz eyes me.

      “She’s been pretending to be you this entire time?” Celeste asks, also looking at me with suspicion. 

      “No. I came back, and we were both here for a while,” Carys says. “Well, there. We were both in West Raven.”

      I nod again.

      “Then, when the Winter Queen came to take me, she took me. Aria ran after me and convinced Queen Silver to switch us places.”

      “You did?” Atlas asks, his head snapping to me.

      Finally, I find my voice. “I did.”

      “She spent weeks in the winter dungeon for me, and she recently escaped and came here.”

      “How did you escape?” Piz lifts an eyebrow.

      “That’s not important,” Carys says. “What’s important is that Aria has helped us. She has helped me and she has spent time with each of you, pretending to be me.”

      “What’s she going to do now?” Leo asks.

      “Well…” Carys eyes me again. “She wants to go back to the human realm, but I want her to stay.”

      “She belongs here,” one twin, Ophi, says. It's the first time either of the youngest princesses have spoken, but she still doesn’t look up from her game.

      “Yeah, it’ll kill her if she goes to the human realm,” Sage, the other twin, adds, also without looking up.

      My head snaps to Carys, whose eyes have grown.

      “What do you mean, Sage?” I ask.

      The twins finally look at me.

      “You don’t belong there,” Ophi says with such an assurance in her voice that she seems surprised it isn’t obvious to the rest of us.

      “Yeah, you belong here with us,” Sage agrees with the same attitude about the subject.

      “But she’s not one of us!” Piz argues.

      “She’s our sister, Piz,” Ophi says, hitching a hand on her hip. It’s cute seeing her try to act so grown up when she looks like a five-year-old.

      “No, Carys is our sister,” Atlas says.

      Sage stands up from the floor and walks over to me, then holds her hands out for me to pick her up and put her on my lap. She wraps her tiny arms around her neck. “Don’t go, Aria,” she says. “We’ll miss you.”

      Ophi joins us and scoots herself onto my lap, too.

      I stare at Carys, dumbfounded. She smiles back, but it doesn’t meet her eyes.

      “Younglings,” she whispers and shrugs, as if it explains everything.

      I nod, but my head is whirling as I pat the dark hair of the two youngest Elmwhisk princesses.

      Everyone watches the twins on my lap for several breathless moments and I look each of the older ones in the eye, one at a time. Each seems to relax when they see I can be trusted and find seats on the couches and chairs and the floor.

      “Have you been to any sports games in the human realm lately, Atlas?” I ask, remembering our conversation recently in the garden outside the Raven Palace. I hope the question will break the ice.

      “Oh! Uh… no. Did Carys tell you I liked them?” Atlas says.

      I feel my cheeks heat when I say, “No, you told me. Remember? When we walked through the gardens at West Raven? You told me about them.”

      “It’s just been hard with us coming here and everything,” he says, shrugging. “I haven’t been able to travel.”

      “I get it,” I say. “But maybe we could go to one together sometime?”

      “I’d like that.”

      “Now which one of you likes ice cream?” I ask, thinking of the event in the Grand Hall. “I seem to remember three of you rushing off to sneak into the kitchens to eat some.”

      Piz stares at me with his finger pointed. Carys won’t look at me.

      “We haven’t had ice cream since Father’s funeral,” Quin says.

      “Were you there? At the funeral?” Virgil asks.

      The vision. I wasn’t at their father’s funeral, but the Winter Queen forced that vision on me. I shouldn’t have mentioned it. There are too many questions surrounding the strange vision given to me by the evil queen.

      “What about that breakfast back at home?” Celeste asks, saving me. “Was that you, Carys?”

      “No, it was Aria,” Carys says.

      I clear my throat. “Yes, Carys had an important meeting to prepare for, I think?”

      “Yes, Aria has been so helpful. Spending time with you so that I could essentially be in two places at once.” She laughs as if that’s funny, but no one else does. I’ve messed everything up with the ice cream/king’s funeral comment.

      “Careful, Carys,” Geminina says. “We might like Aria better than you.”

      “I guess I can’t blame you,” Carys says. “Aria is pretty great.” 

      I know her words aren’t a lie because the fae can’t lie, but by the icy gaze just above her teasing smile, I see it bothers her more than she will ever let on.

      “Do you know what a birthday is, Aria?” Sage asks.

      “The day you were born?”

      “Of course that’s what it means,” Celeste says. “It’s in the name. Birth-day.”

      “What do humans do for birthdays?” Ophi asks. “Asteria told us humans have birthday parties in the human realm.”

      “Yes, do they have birthday parties?” Sage asks.

      I look around the room at all the Elmwhisk royals. Not a single one speaks or seems to have an answer.

       Turning back to the twins, I say, “Yes, humans have birthday parties.”

      “What do they do at birthday parties?” Lyra asks, still across the room.

      “Well, a birthday party usually has cake and… and ice cream. And gifts for the person whose birth you’re celebrating.”

      “Ooh, ice cream! What else?” Ophi asks. Maybe I didn’t mess up with the ice cream comment as badly as I thought.

      “Well, sometimes there are balloons and everyone sings a special birthday song that all humans know by heart.”

      “Could we have a birthday party?” Sage asks, turning to Carys. “It was mine and Ophi’s birthday before the last full moon.”

      “Yes! And Aria could teach us the song!” Ophi adds.

      Everyone turns to Carys.

      “I don’t see why not!” she says. “Can you make a list of what we need, Aria? We’ll have a birthday party tonight.”

      “I can do that.”

      The twins squeal and hop off my lap when Celeste fetches a pen and paper and hands them to me.

      Quickly, I write a simple birthday party list, then hand it to Atlas, who sticks his head out the door and gives it to some servant on the other side.

      “Is Sterling here?” I ask Carys. “Or is he still in West Raven?”

      “He rushed here as soon as Tien sent a message that you were on your way.”

      “Do you know where I can find him?” I’ve missed him.

      “He’s with the cabyll-ushteys,” Rio says. “Like always.”

      “Oh? Did he bring Madseok with him?” It comes out before I can stop it. It’s something I shouldn’t be asking as human Aria. Madseok is Carys’s water horse. Not mine.

      “No. He’s caught some new ones, though,” Leo adds. “They’re feisty too.”

      That shouldn’t excite me, but it does. I’ve only seen a handful of cabyll-ushteys, but I want to see what a feisty one is like.

      “If you’ll excuse me, I’d like to go find him.” 

      “Yes, of course,” Carys says. “But we’ll see you later at the birthday party?”

      “I wouldn’t miss it.”
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      It’s easy to find my way to the stables. They’re on the north side of the palace and were constructed very much like the ones at West Raven. Except they’re a lot bigger.

      I push my way through the doors and into the stables, looking inside each stall for my hero-haired ex in each one. Halfway down I find him in the back of a stall with a cabyll-ushtey the color of a blood orange. It’s tall—much taller than Madseok—and is magnificent. And Sterling in a stall alone with him.

      I stand watching my best friend speak in low tones to the beast as he examines some sort of injury on its shoulder.

      “What’s wrong with him?” I ask.

      “He and another water horse got into it out in the surf—”

      Sterling’s head pops up. Maybe he’s finally recognized my voice, and a wide grin illuminates his entire face.

      “Aria!” he whisper-shouts, so he doesn’t startle the carnivorous water horse. Then he makes his way around the horse and out of the stall. Latching it before turning to stare at me for several seconds, he takes me in, his eyes looking me over from head to toe—perhaps seeing if I’m injured—then pulls me into a crushing hug.

      “I’ve been so worried!” he breathes into my hair. “When Tien told me you were missing—”

      “Wait, Tien told you?” I pull back to look at him. 

      “Yes. And he was livid that you traded places with Carys.”

      “What else was I supposed to do?”

      “Not change places with her?” He rolls his eyes. “She’s part fae! Queen Carys could have handled herself!”

      For some reason that smarts and I step back. “And I couldn’t?”

      “Really? You’re offended by that?” He shakes his head and opens the stall again to walk back inside. “You shouldn't compare yourself to her.”

      “Well, first of all, I thought a human couldn’t go into the Winter Court,” I argue. “You told me that.”

      “Yes, because I thought it was true.”

      “And besides, like you just said, I can’t compare myself to her. I’m a nothing and she’s the high queen!” I lean my elbows over the stall and rest my chin on my hands. “I couldn’t remain a coward. I had to keep the queen safe. And trading places with her was something no one else could have done.”

      “Don’t talk like that, Aria,” Sterling says, walking back toward me. “Don’t act like you’re not important or that the queen is more important than you.”

      “Isn’t she though?”

      He frowns. “Look, I know that you and I aren’t…” He looks down and shakes his head. “That we didn’t work out, but don’t you ever think you don’t matter or that I don’t care about you. If I thought for one second that I could have helped Tien and not slowed him down to come find you, I would have been there.”

      “I know you would.”

      “But I’ve kicked myself since he ran off after you. I should have come anyway. I should have done anything to get you out of there. It’s my fault you got into all this mess—”

      “Sterling, stop.” I reach out and grab his hand. “You can’t talk like that either. Don’t blame yourself.”

      His eyes meet mine, so I offer a smile and squeeze his fingers gently.

      “I still should have come,” he says. “You’re my best friend.”

      “And you’re mine.”

      A familiar fluttering enters the stables and perches high up on a rafter.

      “Oh hey, Iris,” I greet her.

      Sterling jerks his hand away as if I’ve shocked him.

      “It’s her name,” I say, pointing at my raven.

      “H-How did you find that out?”

      I step back. “Why? Do you know her?”

      Sterling turns his back, stroking his chin. “No. But her name sounds familiar.”

      “Her name is familiar to me too. I wonder if it has something to do with the memory curse put on all of Faerie.”

      Sterling turns back around. “Tien mentioned the memory curse.”

      I blow out a breath and rub my forehead with one hand. “There’s so much that has happened, Sterling. We need to talk.”

      I hesitated for a moment to tell Carys about winter magic. Eventually, I did, but I have no hesitation with Sterling. I want to tell him all of it and get it off my shoulders.

      “A walk, then?” he asks.

      “Yes, please.”

      We leave the stables and Sterling leads me to the shoreline on the west, the one that looks out onto the Sea of Neptulus. He points out that West Raven and the Raven Palace are almost directly across from us. It’s strange to see the sea I’ve become so accustomed to from a different angle. It’s lovely, as always.

      I recount everything that has happened to me since I last saw Sterling. From being taken to the evil queen’s dungeon, to my hallucinations, to my escape and finding Tien. Then our narrow evasion from the pursuing winter fae, and getting to East Raven, where Tien finally sent word to Sterling to meet us in Stardale. Then our adventures through the Tumul Desert, the morrigu attack, and finally the revelations we learned from what Iris told the other morrigu.

      When I’m finished, we’re standing at the edge of the water, side by side, watching the sun sink below the horizon. I drop my shoulders. “Whew… that was a lot.”

      I feel Sterling’s eyes on me. “I can understand why you want to go back.”

      I turn to him and shrug. “You think I shouldn’t?”

      “You should do what you want to do. I think you should make your own decisions.”

      I step toward him and wrap both arms around him. “Thank you for saying that.”

      I wish I felt more for him. He deserves to be happy. But that thought conjures up a memory of one of my hallucinations when my friend looked deliriously happy.

      “You know, when I described one of my hallucinations to Tien, he said it sounded like the king’s funeral.”

      Sterling keeps one arm hooked around me but looks at the horizon. “Yes, I thought so too.” He scrunches his nose. “But my memory of the funeral is… off.”

      “Yes!” I pull back and look up at him, forcing his arm to drop. “That’s what Tien said too! He said it was like Carys was in two places at once!”

      Sterling closes his eyes. “I don’t remember much about Carys, but… it’s like the entire event is a blur. I remember parts of it, but there’s a blind spot directly in front of it.”

      “What do you mean by a blind spot?”

      He opens his eyes. “I don’t know what I’m saying. Maybe this memory wipe your bird friend knows has something to do with the funeral too?”

      I turn back to the sea, trying to remember my memory of the hallucination. Tien came to speak to me… he offered his condolences as if I were Carys. And then I looked across the room… 

      “The girl!”

      “What girl?”

      “You were talking to her. She… she had red hair and… and…” My mind is moving quickly, but my mouth can’t catch up. “You liked her a lot. I could see that. You might have even been in love with—” I stop myself and look up at him with my hand clamped over my mouth. “Do you think…?”

      “Aria, your hallucination at the hands of the Winter Queen wasn't real. I’m sure she just took what she remembered of that event and twisted it with fact and fiction. I assure you I did not talk with any girls at the funeral.”

      “But her hair was red, and Iris’s wings are tipped with red… do you think it was her?”

      Sterling frowns. “It seems like a stretch, Aria. Plus, I don’t know anyone named Iris.”

      “Yes, but you said her name sounded familiar! And in the vision the two of you looked very close and in love—”

      “Do you want to talk about who’s in love with whom? Let’s talk about my brother!”

      My pulse quickens and my face heats at the mention.

      “Tien?” I squeak.

      “Yes. He’s in love with you.”

      “He might have mentioned it.” I can’t help the smile that leaks out. 

      “Well, Tien is real. He isn’t some conjured figure from someone’s hallucination.”

      I nod.

      “I know you wish to go home, but Aria, he went to the ends of Faerie to rescue you.”

      “You said you wanted to come. You said you are kicking yourself for not coming to rescue me—and you’re not in love with me.”

      “If I had the skills Tien has, then yes, I would have come. But I knew I would just slow him down and become a liability. I knew you had the best shot at being rescued if I didn’t come. But Tien had no hesitation. He went against what he’s been trained to do. He went with no plan and he went alone because he was desperate to get you back.”

      “Because he feels a responsibility for me,” I argue. “He is the reason I came here.” I don’t know why I’m arguing the point, because Tien declared it himself. I know what Sterling says is true.

      “You and I both know that’s not true.” He stares at me in that chastising way, emphasizing that I’m not being truthful with myself. “Unless you’re saying that because you don’t feel the same for him.”

      I turn back toward the sea and watch the lazy, rolling waves race up the beach. Being with Sterling as his girlfriend always felt natural and easy. But it was never about romance. I never got the jittery butterfly-feelings in my stomach around Sterling.

      Not the way I do around Tien.

      With Tien, it feels like a different sort of rightness. Like I should have picked him first all along.

      “I do feel the same about him,” I admit. 

      “Then you should tell him.”

      “I will,” I say. “But first I have to ask you… have you ever been to a birthday party?”
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      “You were right, Captain,” General Luto says when I enter the large conference room. Three other officers are present, but most of the seats around the table are empty. The star fae capital hasn’t been in Stardale for centuries and yet it still has the larger briefing and meeting rooms. “Once the queen insisted on telling her siblings about the human, the news spread quickly.”

      “Yes, I overheard a maid tell another, and she heard it from the kitchens,” Sergeant Finch says.

      I don’t like so many fae knowing about Aria, even if they are star fae and my allies. What she did—impersonating a queen—was treason. Even though she isn’t a resident of Faerie, it could mean her head if the wrong fae takes offense at what I made her do. And it will mean my head when I defend her.

      For that reason, I tried to dissuade Carys from telling anyone about Aria, but she was done keeping secrets about her. She promised to protect her and emphasized that Aria did what she had to for the good of Faerie, not to usurp the high queen.

      “What does this mean now?” I ask, sitting across from the general. “Should we be concerned about her safety?” I don’t clarify that I mean Aria. If I’m not careful, my feelings toward the queen’s doppelgänger could be deadly for us both.

      “We’re already concerned for her safety,” General Luto says. He holds a missive in his hand. “Our scout troops have their ears to the ground and have heard more than one whispering that Queen Silver is on the verge of declaring war against us.”

      I consider mentioning the morrigu attack, but I need to find out more before bringing up that there are possibly two courts with a vendetta against the high court. Did the morrigu act of their own accord, or are they a part of something greater, such as a rebellion with the Autumn King at its head? I need to get a moment alone with Queen Carys to discuss it. Perhaps she can arrange a private meeting with King Carpus to feel him out. I’d hate to spark a civil war prematurely.

      “Because our queen escaped her dungeon?” the sergeant asks. “That sounds like a motive for the Raven Court, the High Court, to declare war.”

      “Yes, but Queen Silver’s motive is because our queen made a formal bargain and went back on her word.” The general lifts the missive in a gesture toward me. “And it seems your human isn’t safe either, Captain. She has put a bounty on the heads of the two queens.”

      “She wants them both? But Aria isn’t even a part of this—”

      “Aria inserted herself in this when she switched places with Queen Carys.” General Luto places the letter on the table and folds his hands in front of him. “Queen Silver saw Aria as an appropriate substitute, but then she escaped too.”

      “But she’s just a human!” I say, even though I’m not entirely sure it’s true anymore. I pound the table with my fist. Every head jerks toward me.

      “I understand you feel a deep responsibility for Aria, but we have a bigger issue.”

      My skin ignites with a fire. Suddenly I’m desperate to get Aria out of Stardale, out of Faerie and back to the human world where she longs to go. I’ll even turn my back on my people and stay with her if it means I can keep her safe from the clutches of the Winter Queen.

      “What is our plan for the queen and Aria in the meantime? Will we get the queen underground and Aria back to the human realm?” I ask, gritting my teeth. It’s taking all my willpower to remain firmly in my seat and not sprint to Aria’s side right now. If I didn’t think Aria needed some space, I wouldn’t have left her with Carys the night we returned.

      “For now, we wait for the demands of Queen Silver, then if they—”

      “Our plan is to wait?” I stand, leaning forward with my hands pressed flat against the table. “The winter queen already waltzed directly into the Raven Palace and took the queen right out from under us and our plan is to wait?”

      “What else do you suggest, Captain?”

      “That we get Queen Carys into hiding, then let me take Aria back to the human realm. It’s what she wants, anyway.”

      “We do not cower from our enemies.”

      “But we also don’t get our sovereign captured by our enemies multiple times!” I slam the table again.

      General Luto stands and directs two thick teal eyebrows in my direction. “I suggest you excuse yourself, Captain, and regain your composure. I fear you are letting your human emotions direct your actions.”

      I stand straighter. 

      “We require logical thinking and logical strategies in this room.”

      “Yes, General,” I say, then bow slightly. “If you’ll excuse me.”

      General Luto lifts a hand palm-up, gesturing that I leave. I turn on my heel and walk out the door.

      My blood boils and I ball my fists against my sides. I barely register where my feet are taking me as I walk down corridors and up staircases. Eventually, I find my way to the top of the north tower, overlooking the vastness of the sea. The sun has set, but I barely see the glittering sea through my blurred vision. I grip the rail tightly, setting a plan in motion again to get the blasted girl I love to safety.

      She will be the end of me. Of that, I am almost certain.

      “Tien?”

      I turn. The sound of her voice stills my heart and extinguishes my fiery anger. Aria stands poised, looking everything royalty despite the truth of her identity finally being out in the open. Even in the darkness, I see how the blue of her dress makes her eyes even more vibrant. They glisten in the moonlight, like the waves of the Sea of Neptulus. With her hair lying over one shoulder and her hands clasped in front of her, it’s hard to imagine her as a human child. She looks like a princess or a queen of Faerie.

      “Are you ready to go back to your world?” I ask.

      “Actually, I came to invite you to a birthday party.”
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        * * *

      

      Tien looks tense. Or upset.

      “Unless this is a bad time,” I say, turning back toward the staircase. I should have known better. It took me long enough to find him. I should have realized he might want to be alone. “I didn’t mean to interrupt—”

      “No, Aria.” Tien steps toward me, gracing me with a rare smile that makes my heart go a flutter. “Don’t go. You have interrupted nothing.”

       I resist the urge to press my hand against my chest to still my racing heart, especially now that I’ve admitted to myself—and to Sterling—that I have feelings for Tien. “I just realized that you might want to be alone. And I shouldn’t have—”

      “I don’t! I…” He pauses. “Please. Tell me about this birthday party?”

      I walk toward him, and my breath catches when I look at the view. Nothing but a sparkling navy-blue sea lies ahead of us with rolling waves that look like the pleats of an elegant evening dress as it sways in a dance. I become mesmerized by it, but I feel his eyes on me and turn back to him.

      “Is everything alright?” I ask when I see the turmoil on his face.

      “Nothing I want you to worry yourself with right now.”

      “But I should be worried?”

      “Aria, I will let nothing happen to you. I’ll keep you safe. I promise.”

      A warmth floods my entire being and I feel a flush in my cheeks.

      “When I know more, I will tell you,” he adds.

      I nod. “I’ve just learned that the fae don’t celebrate birthdays.”

      “When your lifespan is centuries long, a celebration once a year becomes tedious.”

      “But you don’t have a birth decade or anything?”

      He smiles and shakes his head. “We don’t.”

      “Well, the twins, Ophi and Sage, have just informed me that their birthday was a few weeks ago and they want to have a birthday party. So we’re having one. Now.”

      “Then by all means,” he says, gesturing that we walk down.

      But the atmosphere seems too perfect a chance to pass up. I should tell him how I feel. Right now. Before I chicken out. C’mon, Aria.

      “Actually, I wanted to talk to you about something first.”

      “Of course?” His eyebrows furrow. “What is it?”

      I open my mouth, but clamp it shut again in cowardice. It’s a beautiful night and the perfect atmosphere, but I can’t bring my mouth to form the words. My tongue is tied, and my lips are suddenly frozen. 

      When Sterling and I began dating, it was easy and casual. We became fast friends and feelings that I assumed were romantic developed quickly. It seemed like a natural next step to begin dating. We wanted to be around each other. It made sense. But now that I’ve felt what I feel for Tien… I realize it’s much different. And those feelings I had for Sterling were deep feelings of friendship. Nothing more. 

      I still want to be around Sterling. He’s my best friend, but it’s a thousand times different with Tien. 

      I’m nauseated just thinking about bringing up this conversation, even though he’s already said he’s in love with me.

      “It’s beautiful up here,” I say, stalling after all.

      “It is. Whenever my mother and father brought me to Stardale as a youngling for celebrations or summits, I would find my way up here.”

      “Oh, so it’s like your secret place,” I say and walk toward the railing, leaning my elbows on it. Tien does the same. It reminds me of the rooftop patio at the Raven Palace. The one Carys brought me to when she told me the story of the seven sisters.

      “Not secret.”

      I glance around and realize it looks more lived in than Carys’s rooftop sanctuary. Where hers only has one chair for stargazing, this one is littered with a few tables and several chairs. It looks like a rooftop restaurant closed down for the night.

      It’s still beautiful with a breathtaking view of the sea.

      Tien and I stand next to each other in silence for several moments as I chide myself for being a chicken.

      “Was that what you wanted to talk about?” he asks.

      “No, I uh…”

      C’mon, Aria, just tell him how you feel. You’ve got this. You already know he feels the same.

      It’s funny, part of me wishes I’d spoken with Carys for a pep talk before talking to Tien. I haven’t known her for long, but it feels like she’s the person I should talk to about guys. But I didn’t and here I am. I try to imagine what Carys would say to me.

      What are you doing wasting time having an imaginary conversation in your head with me? brain Carys says. The night is beautiful. You’re both here. Just… tell him!

      I have a feeling I’d get a bit more from real Carys, but brain Carys is right. I take a deep breath.

      “Do you remember our conversation after we were attacked by the, what did you call them, the unkindness of morrigu?” I ask, looking over at him. “I mean, I know you were probably in a lot of pain from your injuries but—”

      “I do,” he interrupts, but doesn’t look at me. “I remember.”

      I think back to that conversation and realize it was a lot of him discussing the things he did with Carys when he thought she was me. Kissing her, etc. etc.

      “Well, you were right about some of it… ” I say. “I mean, I guess when you k-kissed Carys thinking she was me, and I mostly pushed you away—”

      This is how you tell a guy you love him? brain Carys echoes in my head. Maybe we should have had an actual conversation before you came up here.

      Tien clasps his hands together and lowers his head, staring down. “Look. I don’t regret telling you what I did—”

      “No stop. I’m not saying this right.” I step closer to him with one hand on the rail to steady myself. I lift one foot and stare down at it. “It’s coming out all wrong.”

      Tien stands straighter and turns to face me. “Why don’t you just tell me what this is about?”

      He looks concerned, but I can see he has no idea the thoughts that are churning through my skull. The struggle I’m feeling, but also the longing I have for him. It’s clear he doesn’t see any of it, which terrifies me because I realize he might have pushed away his feelings for me when I didn’t reciprocate that day. Even if I tell him how I feel right now, it might be too late.

      “Tien, I realized recently that for a long time actually, I’ve been…” I pause. My tongue feels like cotton as the syllables mash together in my mouth. “I’ve been having sort of…”

      Tien tilts his head and frowns. “What’s wrong, Aria?”

      Laughing, I close my eyes while shaking my head. “I guess I really don’t know how to say this.”

      I jerk my hand back when I feel his fingers touch mine and my eyes fly open. He pulls away, thinking I am rejecting his touch, and he steps back. But I can’t let him think that. I can’t let him think that I’m rejecting him anymore.

      I snatch both of his hands and pull him toward me. Stunned, he stumbles.

      “I’m awful at this,” I say. “This is coming out all wrong, so I’m just going to say it.” I lift my shoulders and breathe in through my nose and out through my mouth. “But I love you too. I… I’m in love with you.”

      My eyes flit back and forth between his as I search them, trying to translate his reaction to my words.

      “I mean, you told me—”

      My words are cut off by Tien’s finger pressed against my lips. He wriggles one hand free to stop me. His eyebrows are pinched low, with a vulnerable almost-worry etched between them.

      When he removes his finger, his expression unchanging, I repeat myself. “Tien, I love you.”

      Tien pulls his other hands away and folds his arms as he stares at me with an expression like I’ve got a complicated calculus equation written on my forehead he can’t quite figure out how to solve.

      Say something, I urge him silently.

      “I mean… maybe it’s impossible or crazy for a silly teenage human to fall in love with a fae captain…” As the words come out of my mouth, I feel like a fool. Like a cliché. Why should a strong, powerful captain of Faerie have any sort of tender feelings for me? “But, well, you said it first, so I—” I press my lips together tightly and close my eyes.

      When I peek with one eye, he’s still watching me.

      Say something?

      I count to five, then say. “Okay, well, now that I’ve gotten that out, I think we should head to the party. “

      “Aria, wait.” Tien reaches out to take my hand. The crackling electricity zips back and forth from my fingers to his and back again. “I guess I just never thought—” He stops and stares at the ground, but pulls my hand closer, prompting my feet to stumble closer too.

      I bite my lower lip and hold my breath.

      Slowly, he lifts his other hand and runs a finger down my temple and around my ear, sending fiery sparks in its wake as he moves a lock of hair behind my ear. Goosebumps ripple down my neck as his fingers trail the length of my jaw. I keep my eyes locked on his, sinking into the emerald-green depths of them even as they seem to darken with an intensity that sends my pulse skipping.

      When he stops at my chin, holding it with his fingers and I can taste the earthy mint of his breath, I say, “Will you just kiss me already?”

      In one motion, Tien cups my face and leans down to press his lips against mine. I lift up on my tiptoes and reach forward to grip his shirt and pull him closer. Our lips part and the kiss deepens, sending shivers and chills running down my arms and up from my toes. Even the crown of my head tingles as my mind goes blank and my heart swells to near-bursting.

      It’s not enough and I move my hands to snake around his neck as he flattens his hands at my hips, then winds them around my back. I comb my hands through the hair at the base of his neck and note how velvety it feels running through my fingers.

      He breaks the kiss and looks down at me. When he says nothing for several seconds, I ask, “What’s wrong?”

      “Tell me you’re Aria.”

      I smile. “I’m Aria.”

      Tien kisses me again briefly, then pulls back. “Tell me again.”

      I tilt my head. “I’m Aria?”

      “No, I can definitely tell the difference now.” His lazy smile sends a shiver through me and he kisses me again. “Kissing you and kissing her is like night and day. Tell me the other thing.”

      “The other…” I rack my brain. “Oh! That I’m in love with you?”

      He kisses me again, then pulls back, but keeps his lips close to mine so I can taste his breath in the small space between us. “I am so in love with you, Aria Whisk.”

      I grip the front of his shirt again and pull him down to me.

      Gently, his hands lift to my head, splaying against either side and into my hair as we kiss.

      I step closer, pressing into him as our kisses become hungrier. But I break it off abruptly and smile, biting my lip again.

      “Now, let’s go inside to the party.”
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      Tien and I walk to the family dining room where the servants have set up the birthday party. My head is muddled from all the kisses and I ache to reach across the distance to hold his hand. When I glance down at his arm swinging next to me, he flexes his fingers as if he feels my gaze and wants to touch me too. I’m angry at myself for not expressing my feelings for him sooner. We traveled alone for so long together, we might have gotten away with simple things such as hand holding. But any servants we pass might think I’m the queen and we don’t want rumors of the High Queen and the Captain of the Guard in a romantic relationship. Well, I don’t really care, but Carys might.

      “Who had the idea to have a birthday celebration?” Tien asks, maybe hoping to disperse the intense sparks skipping back and forth between us.

      “It was the twins, Ophi and Sage,” I say, although all I want to be thinking about is when I’ll get to kiss him again. It’s difficult to concentrate after what happened on the rooftop, but I manage. “They heard about birthday parties from Asteria and wanted to have one.” When he doesn’t respond, I keep talking to squash the urge to duck into an empty room and insist that we pick up where we left off upstairs. “I don’t expect much in so short a time, but I hope the kitchen was able to whip up some birthday cake, and perhaps the other princes and princesses scrounged around for old trinkets to wrap up as gifts for the twins.”

      “I think you’ll be surprised what the servants can do in a short time.”

      How does he sound so calm and collected? I take cues from him and take a mental cold shower to ready myself for the kids’ birthday party.

      I don’t expect much with a last-minute, thrown-together birthday party, but when we walk into the family dining room, the balloon arrangements and decorations would make the most spoiled human child jealous. It’s the fairyland of birthday parties.

      And it’s themed with pale pink, white, and gold. The colors I always imagined when I thought of princesses.

      “Aria, you’re here!” Ophi squeals and rushes toward me. Hearing my name coming out of her mouth filled with joy and glee is enough to send a warm sensation running down the back of my head and all the way to my toes. She’s pleased to see me.

      “Aria!” Sage echoes and the two of them reach me, grasping my hands in their tiny ones and dragging me further into the room.

      I glance over my shoulder at Tien, who stays near the door, but by the amused smile on his face, he’s loving every minute of this.

      “Look! The kitchen made us cakes!” Ophi says, gesturing at the two three-tiered cakes. One is frosted with pink icing and the other is frosted with white.

      I shake my head and laugh. “They just whipped these up?”

      “They like doing things for us,” Sage says and passes me a plate with a slice of cake Geminina has cut and handed to her.

      “What about the ice cream?” I tease. “Did they make some of that too?”

      Celeste frowns with arms crossed as she approaches us. “Not for a youngling’s birthday party.” When she stands closer to me, she lowers her voice and whispers. “But Piz has requested some for his birthday in a fortnight.”

      “So this is going to be a thing?” I ask, a little surprised. “You’re all going to request birthday parties now?”

      “Of course! We all want one now!” Celeste says, then walks over to Sage and pats her head while talking to her in a low tone.

      “Presents!” Ophi screeches as piles of prettily wrapped packages march through the door stacked on top of several servant’s arms.

      I turn to Tien, who has stepped aside to stay out of the way of the piles of gifts and mouth, “How?”

      He leans against the wall and waves a hand in a did you expect anything less? gesture.

      Carys follows the piles of presents and rushes over to me, clutching my arm, then points, “The gold wrapped present in the middle is from you.”

      “Thanks, but what did I get for the twins?”

      “You’ll see,” she says, then walks toward the birthday girls who are already ripping into the wrapping paper of two strangely shaped gifts.

      “Human toys!” Ophi shouts as she pulls out a metallic blue electric guitar. Sage’s is pink.

      “They’re instruments!” Atlas says, taking Ophi’s blue one and plucking the strings like he’s Eddie Van Halen or Brian May. “Humans use them to play music.”

      “Thank you, Atlas!” Ophi and Sage sing in unison and throw their arms around his neck in an awkward three-way-hug.

      They open matching Barbie dolls, that by the packaging look like collector’s editions, and two Barbie’s Dream houses complete with pink convertibles. They were joint presents from Celeste and Lyra.

      Virgil, Leo and Rio gift them a set of laser tag guns with enough for the three of them to play too. I can’t help but smile since I suspect the present was more for the princes, than the twins.

      After the three princes run off with three laser-guns, Carys hands Ophi and Sage the gold present. “This one is from Aria.”

      The twins jointly rip into a package, and I watch as their eyes widen when they see it.

      “It’s a picture of you with Madseok,” Carys says, siding back up to me.

      “But how—”

      “Sterling helped,” she says. “You say you want to leave, so I wanted them to have something to remember you by if you do.”

      I have no words. Not even a thank you feels like enough. Instead, I wrap my arms around the queen and squeeze her tightly. She hugs me back.
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        * * *

      

      Tien ducks out of the party at some point when I’m not looking, and I don’t see him before I go back to my room for the night. I wonder if he felt uncomfortable among the royal family in such an intimate setting.

      Finally alone, I can’t help but replay our tryst on the roof over and over. I have a difficult time falling asleep. I’m not sure what this means now that everything’s out in the open. I still want to get out of Faerie, but admitting my feelings for the fae captain has complicated things.

      If they weren’t already complicated after that gift Carys gave to the twins from me. I think they asked a dozen times if that picture means I’m leaving Faerie forever. I didn’t know how to answer that question. How could I tell two little girls who look and act like five-year-olds that I want to leave?

      Everything is enough fodder to keep me up most of the night.

      When the sun finally rises and lights the room I’m staying in while in Stardale, I lay on my back, staring across the room at a painting. It’s one of those magical paintings or photos Carys had in her bedroom before the Raven Palace was attacked and they were all smashed to pieces. The ones that emit sounds and smells and movement.

      It’s a painting of a summer forest. Brown trunks and a green canopy takes up the canvas, but I can hear birds chirping and bugs buzzing too. If I stare long enough, I can even see the branches move with the breeze or by jumping squirrels.

      It’s a peaceful image that I stare almost hypnotically as I think about last night.  

      I press two fingers against my lips as Tien’s words echo in my head:

      I’m so in love with you, Aria Whisk.

      I wish I knew exactly how early it was and if I dare go searching for him right now.

      Either way, I’m not planning on sleeping any time soon, so I get up and change into a dress fit for a princess and wash my face.

      Someone knocks as I’m twisting my hair and my heart jumps up into my throat. 

      “Who is it?” My voice is high pitched and squeaky. Could it be him?

      A face identical to mine peeks inside and my heart calms. Carys.

      “Come in,” I say and finish twisting my hair.

      “I thought you’d be asleep,” she says, closing the door behind her and walking over to stand behind my chair at the vanity.

      I stare at myself in the mirror, keeping my eyes studiously away from hers. “I couldn’t sleep.”

      “Did something happen?” she asks with an amused smile splitting her face.

      “I, uh…”

      “Aria…” Carys places a hand on my shoulder and moves it to twist me to face her.

      I can’t help the grin that leaks out. I try to push it back by biting my lip, but it reminds me so much of last night, it explodes into a full on ridiculously giddy smile.

      “You’re telling me everything,” she says, yanking me from the chair and pulling me over to sit next to her on the love seat in the sitting area of my room. “Spill. Now.”

      I scoot to face her, hitching one leg up between us and twist my hands in my lap. “Well, last night… I kinda told Tien that I… love him?”

      Carys gasps and backs away with a hand covering her mouth.

      I glance at her and she drops her hand to reveal an amused smile. “I knew it!”

      My eyes snap to hers. “You knew what?”

      “I knew something was happening between you two!”

      “You did?”

      “Yes. I mean, well, while we were pretending to be one another, it was obvious that he was in love with you,” she says. “But I’ve seen the way you look at him. Especially after you came here.”

      “You knew, huh?”

      “What did he say? After you told him?”

      “Well… there was a lot of kissing, and he said it back, but he told me he loved me while we were on our way here. Right after we were attacked by the morrigu. Actually, he talked about how many times he kissed you, thinking you were me, and he was embarrassed—”

      “Wait, attacked?” Carys interrupts. “When were you attacked by morrigu?”

      “Right before we got out of the desert,” I say, realizing too late that I never mentioned the attack. I wasn’t supposed to.

      “Why did they attack? How did you get away?”

      They attacked because they thought I was you. They thought I was the high queen. But I don’t think I should bring that up. Damage control, Aria. “It, uh… it was bad. Tien actually took the majority of the pecking and clawing because he laid on top of me to protect me.” Yes, focus on Tien’s heroics. “He was injured pretty badly. It was brave of him to do what he did, but fortunately, my raven showed up and stopped them. Then they were so busy as she told them some interesting things that—”

      “What things?” Carys interrupts.

      “Well, first, that her name is Iris.” I feel like my mouth has become a runaway train “That’s something I didn’t know.”

      “Iris?”

      “Yes. Do you recognize her name?”

      Carys lifts a hand to her chin. “I may have heard it.”

      “Yeah, me too. I thought it sounded familiar somehow. Sterling and Tien said the same.”

      “What else did Iris say?”

      “She, uh... told the other morrigu that there is some sort of memory curse over all of Faerie that…” I don’t know why but I feel like I shouldn’t be telling Carys all of this. A strong warning plants itself in my gut, telling me to stop. “Anyway, this is probably boring you.” I offer a weak smile.

      “No, keep going. I’m interested. What else did Iris say?”

      “I don’t remember the rest?” I force a giggle that isn’t hard to conjure. “I’m still weak-kneed after my little make-out session with Tien last night.”

      “Make. Out?”

      “Kissing. I told you there was a lot of kissing.”

      She smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes.

      “Why did you come to see me? Did you need to talk to me about something?” I ask.

      Another knock sounds at the door.

      My heart does the flippy thing again. “Who is it?”

      “It’s Tien.”

      I look at Carys.

      “It’s fine. He can hear what I came here to say,” she says.

      I stand and walk to the door. Taking a deep breath, I straighten my skirt and pinch my cheeks the way they do in Jane Austen movies before opening the door to meet his wide smile and green eyes.

      “May we talk?” he asks.
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      I swing the door open wider. “The queen is here, actually. She came to talk to me too.”

      “I can come back later—”

      I reach out and grab Tien’s hand to pull him inside. “Stay. She said you should hear this too.”

      He closes his hand to squeeze mine, then pulls away when we walk toward Carys.

      “You don’t have to let go of him on account of me,” Carys teases.

      My face burns and I look up at Tien. “She, uh… knows.”

      He nods but remains standing when I sit next to Carys.

      “Sit, Captain,” Carys says, gesturing at a chair across from us. “This is not an official meeting. We are in Aria’s chambers, after all.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.” Tien obeys and sits in the plush chair across from us.

      “I’m just so glad the two of you are okay.” Carys says. “I don’t know what I would have done if Aria had died to save me, or if you’d been hurt.” She gestures to Tien.

      “Tien was hurt—” I start.

      “But Aria got us both to a healer and I’m good as new.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.”

      The conversation turns and suddenly I’m sitting around my bedroom shooting the breeze as if I’m chatting up with my best girlfriend who is like a sister, along with my almost-boyfriend. Once I remember that my sister is actually the High Queen of Faerie and my almost-boyfriend is her Captain of the Guard, it feels a little less casual, but I suppose it would take some getting used to.

      I consider what it would be like to stay longer, but I can’t put my mind on it and can’t help but think about my family back at home. I’ve wanted to go home so badly and for so long, it’s strange to suddenly feel this way.

      Could I actually stay here and never see my human family again? I’m not sure if I can, but I don’t think I can leave Faerie forever either, never to see Carys or Tien or Sterling ever again. Leaving them and saying goodbye forever would break my heart.

      “Is something wrong, Aria?” Carys asks, touching my knee and bringing my attention back to the room.

      I manage a smile. “I’m just… thinking.”

      Tien leans forward. “About what?”

      I turn to him, but I can’t bring it up. Not here. I can’t tell them I’m torn between staying with them and leaving.

      I feel like Sterling would understand since he has seen me in both worlds, but he’s not here.

      “Aria?”

      “I was just thinking that I wish Sterling were here.”

      Tien’s eyes darken.

      “Because he’s my best friend,” I explain. “And the two of you are also very important to me.” Without warning, tears form in my eyes. “This is just a happy moment.” I lift my shoulders as my voice cracks. “I feel safe and happy and it would just be perfect if he were here too.”

      Tien sits forward, ready to stand. “I can fetch him if—”

      “No, no.” I raise a hand to stop him. “I’ll go find him later.” Now that I’ve voiced it, I realize that I have missed my friend more than I realized. “Please don’t go. Let’s keep talking. Unless you have somewhere to be.”

      “Not until midafternoon,” Tien says, relaxing back into the seat. He doesn’t want to leave either. That thought warms my heart. “Although we should talk about Queen Silver soon.”

      “Not here,” Carys says. “That should be discussed in a more formal setting.”

      “Of course.”

      A bird chirps and my eyes find the painting again. But the peaceful, beautiful forest reminds me of a less peaceful one. One filled with bone-white trunks and void of leaves and color and… life. I haven’t thought about that forest in a very long time. Probably because my only thoughts have been on survival and returning to the human world.

      But now I’m safe and happy and in a place of comfort with Queen Carys. And I’m also in a position of influence, being friends with the queen. I think perhaps it’s finally time that I tell them about Faerie dying on account of the star fae taking magic from the full fae.

      “There’s something I’ve been wanting to talk to you about for a long time, but it’s never been the right time,” I say to Carys.

      “Oh? And what is that?” I can’t tell if she’s suddenly tensed up and on guard, or if it’s just my imagination.

      “Before you came back, I traveled with Sterling to Isi Aura to free a mermaid.”

      Carys looks at Tien.

      “It was against my instructions,” he explains. 

      “That’s not why I’m bringing this up,” I say, holding up a finger to shush Tien. “On that trip we went through a forest in Faerie where all the trees were dead.”

      Carys frowns and shakes her head. “Trees don’t die in Faerie.”

      “Yes, you must be mistaken,” Tien adds.

      “No, it’s true. I saw it with my own eyes. Ask Sterling and…” I trail off, realizing the other witness, my maid Maeve, is also dead. “Sterling saw it too. The trees were stripped of branches and leaves and they were white, like bones. And the ground was a sickly gray.”

      Carys stands to pace.

      “And it’s not just there,” I continue, feeling my courage rise as I can see this bothers Carys. Maybe that means she’ll hear reason when I tell her why the forest is dying. “I saw evidence of the dying trees while I was being taken to the Winter Court too.”

      I can tell Carys is worried about this development. She had no idea. No one has brought this to her attention until now. I feel guilty for not bringing it up sooner.

      “Have you seen evidence of this, Captain?” she asks.

      “I have been so focused on first locating you, and then going after Aria that it did not fully register, but now that Aria brings it to our attention, I have seen signs of what she speaks of.” Tien says. “Something is wrong in the forests and the land of Faerie.”

      “We need to find the cause and remedy it,” Carys says.

      “Of course, Your Majesty. I’ll look into it. After your safety from the Winter Queen, it’ll be my highest priority.”

      “Actually, I know what’s causing it,” I say, feeling my heart rate increase as I’m finally bringing up what has gnawed at me for so long. “Sterling told me.”

      Carys stops her pacing. “What is it? Can we fix it?”

      “Yes, what does Sterling know?” Tien sounds skeptical, or maybe he’s just angry that his brother didn’t bring it directly to him. 

      I glance at him, then back at Carys. “It happens when the star fae strips magic from the full fae. Every time magic is taken away, a little bit of Faerie dies.”

      They’re both so stunned, neither of them speaks a word.

      “The star fae should stop taking the magic, or else it will just get worse. Maybe find other ways to keep—”

      Tien stands. “You just escaped the Winter Court dungeon, Aria. And those things she did to you? The hallucinations were caused by winter magic. It was the Queen’s magic that did that to you. And you would allow her to keep it?”

      “There must be another way—”

      “Aria, the full fae are dangerous,” Carys says. She’s stopped behind the love seat and grips the back with her hands, leaning forward to speak. “They have massacred our people more than once. You have no idea—” Her voice cracks.

      “Yes, if the full fae are not kept in check, it means the end for our kind,” Tien says. “The star fae could be exterminated.”

      I have a strange sense of déjà vu. Like I’ve had this conversation before. But I shake my thought of it since there’s no way I have.

      “But Faerie is dying.”

      “There has to be another way to stop it,” the high queen snaps, ending the conversation.

      But there’s not. I see these two won’t budge, so I don’t voice it. Even though it might be too late to search for another cause or solution.

      Two of my closest allies here are against me on this matter, and my love for Faerie is strong enough that the divide sends spiderweb cracks fissuring through my heart. I don’t think I can stay and watch as they destroy their beloved land out of stubbornness. I was wrong. I can’t say any longer. It’s time to go home. 

      “I’m going to go find Sterling,” I say, standing.

      Fortunately, neither Tien nor Carys tries to stop me.
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        * * *

      

      I brush away the escaped tears as I near the stables and push my way inside. 

      “Sterling?” I call. “Are you in here?”

      My ex peeks his head out of a stall, then sets something down and walks out while wiping his hands on a brown apron around his waist.

      “Aria.” He smiles, but his steps slow when he sees the emotion on my face. “What’s wrong?”

      I frown, then press my lips together to stop myself from crying. “Could… could you take me home? To the human world?”

      “Now?”

      I nod quickly. “Yes. Now.”

      “But my brother—”

      “Just… just take me home?”

      He steps closer. “Did something happen? Did he hurt you?”

      I close my eyes because while both Tien’s and Carys’s dismissal of their own land tore at me in a surprising way, he didn’t hurt me the way Sterling implies.

      “Not like that.”

      “Talk to me. What happened?”

      Tears stream down my face as Sterling guides me to sit on a barrel. He pulls up a shorter stool to sit next to me and grips my hand.

      “T-They won’t listen,” I say. “I finally told them—Carys and Tien—that Faerie is dying. I told them it’s because the star fae are stripping the magic, but they don’t think it’s worth stopping. They don’t think Faerie is worth saving. They don’t… they don’t…” I’m rambling, but I don’t care.

      Sterling pulls me to him. “I’m sure they wouldn’t say it like that. Is this the first time you’ve brought it up?”

      “Yes.” I sob into his shirt.

      “Then we need to keep talking. We need to get them to see what’s happening.”

      I sit back up and wipe my eyes. “You didn’t hear them, Sterling. You didn’t hear how adamant they are about keeping the full fae down, about how they believe that’s what is most important.”

      “Then we have to show them. We have to take them to the parts of Faerie that are most affected. That forest in the Summer Court. They must see that.”

      “I don’t think it will matter.”

      “They must have their reasons. Aria, I don’t think this is worth running away from. At least not yet.”

      I consider his words. And he might be right, but… “I think being trapped in the Winter Court did more to me than I thought.”

      “And you want to go home.” His tone is defeated.

      “Yes. I think I just need some time away.” I don’t add that I won’t return. I’m done with Faerie.

      “The closest portal is on the isle of Melpomene,” he says, standing and walking toward one of the stalls. “We can only get there by water, but I have some cabyll-ushteys we can ride.”

      One thing I love about Sterling is that he always allows me to choose for myself. He doesn’t push harder for me to stay. He doesn’t even push for me to walk back to the Stardale palace to say goodbye to Tien and Carys.

      And for that, I’m forever grateful.

      “Thank you, Sterling,” I say and stand up to help him ready the water horses.
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      Aria is wrong. She has to know that. I’m sorry for hurting her pride, but there must be another way. She wasn’t there when the full fae tried to massacre us for the second time. 

      She wasn’t there when my father and my grandfather died.

      She’s wrong.

      She doesn’t know what a blessing it is that we can protect ourselves by taking the full fae’s magic if we must. That we have a chance at surviving while living beside the creatures who are so much more powerful than we are.

      She has no idea what they could do to us if we didn’t have that power.

      If word gets out that the star fae refuse to take away the full fae’s magic when it’s warranted, the full fae will take advantage and attack us again and again.

      If we hadn’t stripped the magic of those three winter fae who let in the disastrous attack on the Raven Court, it would’ve sent a dangerous message to the full fae. If we allowed Bane, Versus, and Glace to keep their magic, it would tell the fae that we’re willing to take whatever abuse they want to inflict on us. They would slaughter us again. 

      We must find another way to save Faerie. 

      “We don’t even know if she’s right, Captain,” Carys says after Aria rushes out the door in search of Sterling.

      “She’s right about the trees and the forest,” I say, also standing to leave. The conversation doesn’t need to continue in Aria’s quarters.

      Carys stands as well and we walk out together.

      “But yes, Your Majesty, we don’t know if she’s right about the reason. As soon as we deal with the threat of Queen Silver, it will be our top priority.”

      “What is the latest with the Winter Queen?” she asks as we walk down the corridor. “We cannot let her actions go unpunished.”

      “My understanding is that she took you as part of a bargain, my queen.” I’m not condoning her actions, but when there are older and more powerful types of magic, such as bargains, in use, attempting to trump it with a higher authority is useless.

      “Yes, but she took Aria too. Taking her was enough to spark a war.”

      My personal feelings agree but taking a human could be viewed as a deception on Aria's part and doesn’t seem like enough to declare war against the full fae. “I fear I must disagree, Your Majesty.”

      “Disagree all you want, I’m not letting her get away with what she did to Aria.” The queen puts a hand out, stopping me from walking and adds, “You don’t have to hide your feelings for my sis— for my doppelgänger from me. I know you’d be just as thrilled as I would be to see Queen Silver punished for what she’s done to her.”

      I sigh. She’s right. I would cut out the Winter Queen’s tongue myself to ensure she never makes another bargain and harm those I love again. “So what is to be done?”

      “Call a meeting with General Luto. Let’s discuss our options and strategy.”

      I bow low and although my tone sounds disappointed, I’m glad for the immediate action we’re taking. For as long as I breathe, I will not let harm come to Aria Whisk again. “As you wish, Your Majesty.”
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        * * *

      

      Sterling and I stand on the edge of the Sea of Neptulus with two strange cabyll-ushteys. He’ll ride the large blood orange horse he tended to while he’s loaned me a smaller, almost pure-white mare.

      “This is not Madseok,” Sterling warns. “She is a good mount, but you cannot trust her the way you trust the queen’s cabyll-ushtey.” He points across the sea toward West Raven, where Madseok is stabled.

      I wonder… does Madseok miss me? If I was planning to say goodbye to anyone, I wish I could have said goodbye to him and ridden him once more.

      “I am counting on your experience—” Sterling stops himself. “What am I saying? You don’t have experience—”

      “I do, Sterling. Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine. I’ll be careful,” I assure him. “I get it. I can’t trust her like I trust Madseok, so I won’t.”

      “No tricks. No games. Do not dive like you do with Madseok.” He wags his finger as he talks.

      “No tricks. No games. Got it.”

      He nods, satisfied, then mounts his water horse.

      I do the same and watch as the white mane of my mare lengthens as soon as her hooves break the surf. Her nose elongates into a hook and when she shakes her head, sharp canine teeth emerge. Her color shifts into a seafoam green.

      I kick into her flank and take off across the waves. It’s exhilarating. I know I’ve missed riding, but my heart twists with agony and my tears flow again, because I’ve missed riding Madseok.

      Maybe I’ll come back—

      No. 

      I can’t come back. I don’t belong here. I have to leave and stay away forever.

      Instead, I focus on home. I’m finally on my way home. No more tricks, no more games. I trust Sterling to take me straight to the portal and get me home. Maybe I can convince him to stay with me for a while. I wonder if he likes French toast? I can almost taste it now. The warm, buttery—

      “Aria!” Sterling shouts. He rides next to me in an orange-red blur, and I realize my mare is trying to outrun his horse.

      Something is wrong. I lean forward and see her crimson eye is crazed. I turn to shout over the surf at Sterling. “I’m not doing it! She—” 

      My mare bucks, attempting to throw me from my seat. I grip her seaweed mane tighter and lean down while squeezing my knees around her.

      “Aria!” he shouts again.

      I close my eyes tightly, trying hard to hold on. Cabyll-ushteys are dangerous. Cabyll-ushteys are deadly. A cabyll-ushtey will ride out to the depths of the sea and drown you... then eat you.

      I remember the warnings. They’re the lions of the sea.

      “Control her!” he shouts, but from the way his horse has bucked, it seems his mount has the same idea.

      They want us for a meal.

      Because of my memory loss, whenever I get into a sticky situation, I think about a movie I’ve seen and do what the characters did to get out of something similar. I’ve seen plenty of films with horse riders, and Disney’s Elsa might be my go-to here, but I feel strongly about deferring to my own instincts and muscle memory.

      So… keeping my eyes closed, I whisper softly to the mare. I doubt she can hear me over the crashing of the waves and the whipping of the wind rushing past us, but I keep whispering.

      “You will not eat me,” I say. “We are in a partnership. We respect each other. We benefit each other. You will not kill me.” I have no idea where the words are coming from, but I keep saying them over and over like a mantra I’ve somehow forgotten.

      You will not eat me.

      We are in a partnership.

      We respect each other.

      We benefit each other.

      She gallops high, bucking with her hind legs to unseat me, but the stickiness of her flank that glues me to her won’t throw me from her. She gallops quicker and quicker and snorts as foam flicks from her lips and dissolves in the waves.

      I’ve lost Sterling. I hope he’s gained control of his cabyll-ushtey.

      But then a pit forms in my stomach as she moves into a run I recognize. When Madseok ran like this, it was right before he was about to dive into the sea.

      No, no, no, no. 

      Sterling said not to dive.

      “We respect each other!” I cry, but it’s futile because she leaps high.

      No, no, no, no.

      I suck in a deep breath.

      And we plunge into the waves.

      Water rushes passed my ears, drowning out all the noise. I close my eyes tightly and my world becomes dark and silent for a moment before it fades and I’m standing on a pathway near the stables at West Raven. 

      “Aligning yourself with any full fae who is not your inferior could be catastrophic for you and for the entire Raven Court,” Tien argues.

      It’s another vision born with the water of the sea.

      “No, you don’t understand,” I say. “Faerie is dying.”

      Vision-me is angry. Whatever we’ve discussed, I’m upset with Tien’s reaction. But I realize it’s nearly the exact conversation I just had with Tien and Carys. We’ve discussed this before? I don’t remember.

      My mouth keeps running on its own as the vision continues. “Not only are we going against our human nature and treating the full fae with harshness and unkindness, but we are also killing the land by stripping their magic away. Did you notice the trees in the Autumn Court? Entire networks of aspens are already dying and turning to rot.”

      “No, Aria, you don’t understand.” Tien’s tone is near a growl. “I admit, I was unaware of your agenda when we traveled through Spring and Summer before your father died, but if I had known you were doing this?” He pauses and points at the ground with disgust on his face, as if he’s stepped in some dog excrement. “If I had known, I would have stopped you.”

      As the cabyll-ushtey emerges from the water, I suck in huge gulps of sweet, oxygenated air.

      What was that? I rub my eyes of the water and salt and note it was the longest vision I’ve had under the water. But besides that, it seems like Tien and I have already had the conversation about Faerie.

      But how is that possible? And that part about my father dying—

      A hand grips my arm and yanks me from the mare, pulling me off the back of the water horse and into the water. The world goes quiet again, but I’m not prepared like I was before and water rushes up my nostrils and into my mouth. It burns my nose and I choke, sucking in more water that scorches my throat as I’m pulled further down into the depths.

      Something else—something besides the water horse—is trying to drown me!
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      I’m panicked. I vaguely remember learning Carys’s father, the king, was killed by beings in the Sea of Neptulus. It was a mysterious death, but everyone suspected creatures of the Underwater Court drowned him intentionally. Surely that’s what is happening to me now. A fae of the Underwater Court is trying to kill me!

      I frantically kick my feet and jerk my arm, trying to break the grip of the hand still wrapped around my arm, but the grip is tight. Using my other hand, I try to pry the fingers from mine, but they’re webbed and hold firm with a suction-like grip.

      Suddenly, a powerful gust of air pushes itself into my mouth and down into my lungs. I gulp it down greedily, gasping and sputtering until another gust flows into my lungs. When I feel no more, I hold my breath, but keep kicking.

      “Stop fighting!” a voice says. It’s muffled, spoken as if while gargling. But I understand it. “I’m trying to help you! Stop!”

      My eyes fly open, and I see a girl with flowing white hair in front of me. I recognize her and glance down and see her pale blue fin below. It’s her. It’s the mermaid I helped free the first time I came to Faerie. Star fae caught her in a net, then brought her to the Summer Court capital of Isi Aura. I traveled there with Sterling and my maid, Maeve, to rescue her.

      The mermaid puffs up her cheeks and blows another bubble of air toward my mouth, pushing more oxygen into my lungs. My mouth tastes like seaweed and makes me want to gag. But gagging underwater doesn’t seem like a good idea so I strain to keep my lips sealed.

      “Your mate was taken,” she says, then points upward.

      My mate? My head is muddled.

      “Who?” I ask, but it comes out gargled and I choke on more water. Quickly, she blows more air at me. I suck it in and hold my breath.

      Tien and I haven’t… I don’t have a mate… Wait. She means Sterling. Sterling was taking me back home. Sterling was with me when I traveled to Isi Aura to save her, and at the time we were dating. Since they don’t have a word for dating in Faerie, many fae mistook Sterling for my mate.

      “Don’t speak,” she says. “Pirates have taken him and they were about to capture you, too. But I remember you. You’re the high queen. You saved me.”

      All I can do is nod, even though I want to tell her I’m not the high queen.

      “Let’s get you away and back to shore.”

      I shake my head. “No!” I shout and immediately hold my breath again so I don’t suck in more water. Then I mouth while pointing upward, “Help me.”

      She shakes her head. Her white hair flowing in the water and creating a cloud of tresses around her head. “No. You’ll be captured too. They’ll kill you.”

      “Help me,” I mouth again.

      She watches me for several seconds, but I’m running out of air, so I lay a hand on my chest just below my throat. I hope she understands.

      The mermaid puffs up her cheeks again and blows more air into my mouth.

      “Wait here for just a moment.” she says, then releases her grip and rises to the surface.

      But with an air full of lungs, I’m buoyant and slowly rise to the surface. I kick my legs gently and wave my arms around, but don’t resist breaking the surface of the sea and breathe in large gulps of air. My head pounds and I’m lightheaded from the lack of consistent air, but it’s forgotten when I see the hulking wooden ship bobbing directly in my path.

      The pirate ship.

      Water pours from the hull and long strings of seaweed cling like a torn skirt. I’ve been on a ship like that. When I first got back to Faerie before the summit, Tien brought me on a massive ship. But that one was pristine and majestic and fit for a High Queen. The pirate ship has mismatched wood with sails that look like a bad patchwork to fix tears and the bottom is frayed.

      “Get back under!” the mermaid says, reaching out for my arm to push me back down.

      This time I slip my arm from her and kick away, swimming toward the ship. “No! I have to help him!”

      But she’s a creature of the sea and swims faster than I do. The mermaid grabs my arm again and drags me toward the ship. “Then let’s get you out of sight!”

      She pulls me through the water, causing waves to crash over my head, which makes me sputter more water, but soon we’re right next to the ship and out of sight.

      “You saw them take him?” I ask as I cough up water and catch my breath.

      “Yes! And they saw you, too. They were about to snatch you before I pulled you under.”

      “There she is!” a loud, gruff voice shouts from above. I glance up and meet the dark eyes of a fae standing directly above us on the deck of the ship.

      “Yes, but which one!” Another fae sidles up to him to look down. “Which queen?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Your Highness, we have to get you away!” the mermaid says, pulling at my arm again.

      “I have to help him!” I say.

      “No! You’re the queen! You cannot allow them to capture you!”

      With all the force I can muster, I yank my arm hard. “I’m not the queen!”

      She releases her grip in her shock and stares at me wide-eyed.

      “I’m just her look-alike,” I whisper. “I’m from the human world. Sterling”—I point toward the deck—“was taking me back home.”

      “But you’re the one who saved me.”

      “Yes, I was. I was pretending to be Queen Carys.” 

      Not far off, they lower a dingy boat into the water with a half dozen pirate-fae. When it hits the water, they head right for us.

      “I can’t let them take you!” the mermaid pleads.

      “They won’t keep me,” I say, even though I’m not sure it’s true. “I’m not the queen. They have no use for me. Please, let me save my friend.”

      But it’s no longer up to either of us because two of the pirate fae with slimy-looking scales slither from the sides of the boat and into the water. They appear as serpents or deadly crocodiles as they glide through the water with just their heads above the waves, and I suspect the mermaid couldn’t get me away now even if she tried.

      “Go!” I tell her. “Save yourself. I’ll be okay.”

      The mermaid frowns, but looks at the approaching creatures only briefly before diving into the water. The pale blue of her fin pops up, then disappears into the depths.

      Several hands grip my arms and pull me toward the boat, yanking me up and over the side. If nothing else, I’m at least glad to be out of the water.

      A few minutes later, I’m standing on the deck with fae on either side of me firmly gripping my upper arms and we face dozens of eyes watching me. Fae of all shapes and sizes are lined up as if waiting for something. I look everywhere for Sterling, but don’t see him.

      A tall fae with large black wings marches toward me. I recognize him. He’s the fae I saw in Stardale when Tien was sneaking me in.

      “I know you,” I say.

      “And all of Faerie knows you.” 

      “I’m not—”

      “High Queen Carys, yes, I am aware.”

      “So you should just let me go. And let my friend go.”

      He smiles, showing off rows of yellowing, sharp teeth and his breath smells like rotting fish. “That’s not what the queen wants.”

      I suck in a quick breath to avoid his stench before asking, “The queen?”

      “I mean Queen Silver, of course. She is unhappy with both you and the high queen. She’s furious that you’ve both escaped her dungeon and have broken a bargain.”

      “I never made a bargain with Queen Silver,” I say, lifting my chin high.

      “No, but Queen Carys did,” he sneers. But then his face shifts into one of amusement. The white freckles on his dark face seem to glimmer in the sunlight, reminding me of sparkly vampires in a certain movie series I’ve watched with my foster mom and dad at least a dozen times. “And the bargain applies to you too.”

      My stomach twists. What has Carys done? What bargain did she make that includes me? She and I only just met, and that was after Carys escaped the queen. How could her bargain possibly apply to me?

      “Where’s my friend?” I demand.

      The fae frowns, but steps aside and gestures with his arm behind him.

      A blue-skinned fae with only one eye like Cyclops and a triangle Jack Sparrow hat steps out from the line of pirate-fae. The fae has one beefy arm wrapped around Sterling’s neck. He drags him, stumbling alongside him before planting and allowing my friend to right himself, gripping the bulky arm around his neck with both hands.

      “Sterling!” I gasp and clamp both hands over my mouth. My eyes rove over him. He looks mostly unharmed but panicked.

      His eyes widen when he sees me. “Aria!” he croaks. “Get away! Save yourself—”

      The tightening arm of his captor chokes his words off. 

      “Don’t hurt him!” I shout. “Let him go!” 

      The black-winged fae steps toward me. “Not until you do as the queen has asked.”

      “Anything! What does she want? I’ll go back to her dungeon! I promise I won’t try to escape again! Just let him go!”

      “Aria, no!” Sterling chokes out.

      “Take me!” I shout. “Don’t take him! He has nothing to do with this!”

      “We’re taking your mate to the Winter Queen,” the black-winged fae says, then flashes a gesture at Cyclops, who drags Sterling away. “You can work it out with her. But she said both you and Queen Carys must go to her... or else she’ll kill him.”

      I pull against my captors, leaning forward, but their grip is tight so I can’t even budge. Instead, they drag me backward, toward the rail of the ship.

      “Scamper back, little princess,” says the black-winged fae. “Get the queen and go back to Avala.”

      Then I’m tossed without flair over the side of the ship. I freefall toward the waves of the sea before I crash down into the water again. The impact forces the wind from my lungs, and I feel like I’ve hit a slab of concrete. Somehow, I reach the surface despite the pain from the fall and I suck in huge gasping gulps of air.

      When I finally regain my senses, the ship is already retreating.

      Then, just as if the ship belonged to Davy Jones himself, the ship rears up before tilting downward and diving under the waves. It sends a large swell heading directly toward me. I spot a red-orange blur heading my way too and recognize it as the cabyll-ushtey Sterling rode.

      I brace myself, worried it’s coming after me to make a meal out of me, but a familiar voice says, “Catch it! You can take it back!”

      It’s the mermaid.

      “I’ve never ridden that one before!” I say.

      “I’ve seen you ride. Don’t doubt yourself. It’s clear you’ve been riding for decades if not a century.”

      But I’ve only been alive for a little over a decade. I’m only seventeen! But there’s no time to argue. My muscles tighten as I ready myself to mount the deadly water horse.

      Ready.

      Set.

      I fling myself up from the water and grip the slippery red-orange mane that slaps alongside the neck of the horse and hoist myself up, swinging my leg up and over its back. Then I feel the familiar glue-like stickiness that secures me in place.

      My hair has come undone and slaps at my back and the wind whips at my face, but even on a strange cabyll-ushtey, I feel safe as I race back to Stardale.

      There’s no question where I’m going now. Even if I could get through the portal without a fae to open it up for me, I wouldn’t.

      I just hope I can find my way back to Stardale on my own and pray I can convince Carys to go to the Winter Court with me. We have to save Sterling.
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      “We cannot declare war on the Winter Queen for taking a human,” General Luto argues.

      “And why not?” Queen Carys asks. She’s in a fierce mood. One I’ve seen many times in these meetings, and I wonder how I ever mistook my queen for Aria. “We are fae! You’re acting as if we’re a bunch of humans who must have an ethical and logical reason for going to war. Queen Silver would not hesitate if the situation were reversed! I imagine even King Carpus would attack us if he thought he could win over some imagined slight!”

      Aria bursts through the door. She’s out of breath and… soaked. Her dress clings to her skin as a puddle forms at her feet. “Sterling!”

      “This human cannot be barging in whenever she likes!” General Luto says, but the queen holds up a hand to silence him.

      “Aria, where have you been?” Carys asks. “And why are you… wet?”

      She’s drenched like she’s been…

      Aria straightens. “I was on my way home. Sterling and I... we were heading—”

      I step toward her, silencing her words. “You were going home—”

      But one look silences my words and stops my movement.

      “It doesn’t matter.” She holds up a hand, still taking large gasping breaths. “Now is not the time. They have him.”

      “They have who?” Carys asks.

      “Sterling. We were headed toward the portal, and we lost control of the cabyll-ushteys.” Aria’s blue eyes are crazed and her blonde hair hangs in limp strings around her face. “But then… then...” She closes her eyes, clearly flustered.

      “Aria, what happened?”

      She opens her eyes. “We ran into some pirates.”

      “Pirates? What did they do?” I rush to Aria but stop myself a few paces away and rake my eyes over her, looking for missing limbs or dried blood. Run-ins with pirates are never pretty.

      She meets my eyes. “They took him.”

      “Sterling?” Carys’s voice is near a shriek.

      “Yes.” Aria pants heavily. “They caught him and said they were taking him to the evil queen—to Queen Silver.”

      “What? Why would they take Sterling?” Carys looks to me for answers.

      “Carys, help me,” Aria says, stepping toward her and taking her hand. “She’s furious at you and me for escaping. That’s why they took him. She took him because of us. The pirates told me that we both have to go to the Winter Court or else…” Aria’s voice cracks and she places a hand against her throat.

      “Or else what?” I ask.

      Her eyes fly to mine. “Or else they’ll kill him.”

      “You can’t just march in there and give yourselves up!” I argue. “This is obviously a ruse, a trap! They could kill you!”

      “Then what would you have us do?” Aria demands, releasing Carys’s hand and stepping closer to me. “Allow your brother to die because of me? Because of us?” She points at Carys, who also steps toward me.

      “You shouldn’t have left in the first place!” I shout, leaning closer to her. I can smell the scent of the sea on her skin. “Aria, you know Faerie is dangerous! You know there are fae out there who want to hurt you!”

      “We just need a plan, Captain.” The Queen turns to General Luto. “General?”

      “Your Majesty, with all due respect, we cannot risk your life for a commoner,” the general says. “I’m sorry, Captain, I know he’s your brother.”

      “But he’s there because of me! Because of us!” Carys shouts with her arms raised. Then remembers herself and straightens her skirts and calms her voice. “We owe it to him. Captain Firetail will help us free Sterling and keep myself and Aria safe. Won’t you?” Her eyes are pleading when she looks at me.

      “General, I’m sure I can save my brother without the help of either of them—”

      “They said she’ll kill him, Tien,” Aria says, placing a hand on my arm. “They said we both have to go. Both of us,” she emphasizes. “Please, let Carys and I save him. Sterling doesn’t deserve this. He’s an innocent.”

      “And so were you until I kidnapped you and brought you to Faerie against your will!” I shout at Aria.

      “Please, Tien?” Aria whispers, leaning close. She’s unfazed by my fury. “We have to save him.”

      I match her tone. “It feels like a trap.”

      “Then come with us!” Carys says. “General? Would you agree if Captain Firetail accompanies us?”

      General Luto stares at Carys for several moments. Perhaps deciding between agreeing with his queen and keeping her safe.

      “I strongly advise against it.”

      Carys nods. “You are a great and loyal general. But I have to save him. It’s my fault—mine and Aria’s fault—that he’s been taken.”

      “Yes, we need to make it right,” Aria says. It’s probably my bias and esteem toward her, but even all drenched after riding a cabyll-ushtey, she looks so beautiful and equally fierce as my queen does. As if she has fiery, royal blood running through her veins, too.

      “Aria, you should change, then we’ll leave straight away,” I say.

      She smiles at me, then excuses herself. I meet her halfway to the door.

      “Are you sure about this?” I ask, searching her eyes. “There must be another way.”

      Her blue eyes send a shock wave through me. 

      “We have to, Tien,” she says, and the way she says my name feels like a caress. It catches me off guard and attacks my knees. Could she really love me? Does this fierce, beautiful girl really love me?

      I swallow over the lump of emotion caught in my throat and nod once.

      “It’s Sterling,” she adds.

      “Meet me out front. I’ll have a carriage ready.”

      “Perfect, then I’ll get to see the entrance hall after all.” She winks, then hitches her drenched skirts and rushes out the door.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Churning dread swirls in my belly. It makes me nauseated and lightheaded and jittery. It doesn’t help that my dress feels too tight or that the jostling of the carriage prevents me from relaxing. And yet Carys is asleep. Watching her across from me with a serene face and her mouth partly open in a peaceful slumber baffles me. How can she sleep at a time like this?

      We might look identical, but we’re anything but underneath our matching faces. But maybe as a fae, she isn’t as susceptible to things such as anxiety or worry. Or perhaps I’m feeling PTSD over the last time I traveled to the Winter Court to rescue someone I care about.

      Especially since the last time didn’t go so well.

      Tien stops my quivering fingers by placing a warm hand over mine. “It will be fine,” he says. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      “Queen Silver is unpredictable,” I argue, slipping my hand from underneath his. “I think she knew who I was when I switched places with Carys last time. I think she knew I wasn’t the queen.”

      “If she knew, why did she make the switch? It was in her better interest to keep the queen. How did you convince her?”

      I think back to that day, remembering the words I said to Queen Silver to release Carys and take me instead. “I told her she had the wrong person and that the one she had was just a lookalike and that I was the one she wanted.” I pause, playing with the ends of my hair over my shoulder. “She asked if I really would sacrifice myself for her, but then she said something about not caring which queen… or maybe she said princess. Not caring which princess she had.”

      “Why would she say that?” There’s an edge of worry in his tone. Maybe my theory about fae not worrying was wrong. Or maybe it’s just a trait only the queen has.

      “I don’t know,” I say. “But it was similar to what the pirates said when they took Sterling.”

      “What do you mean?” Tien twists to face me, directing a concerned gaze with his lime-green eyes and dark brows. “What did the pirates say?”

      “Something about two queens. That’s who Queen Silver wanted. There was a bounty on the two queens heads and they took Sterling as bait.”

      Tien turns to the window and looks out in contemplation. “It’s curious.”

      “Or it’s just because we look alike,” I argue, even though I’m curious, too.

      He looks back at me and stares at me for several moments. “I wonder…”

      “What?” I smile awkwardly.

      “The raven—”

      “Iris?”

      “Yes. Her comment about making Faerie forget something. About memory. It makes me wonder.”

      “What do you mean? What do you wonder?”

      “Aria, your likeness to the queen.” He lifts my hand and squeezes my fingers. “I keep trying to figure it out and it feels like it’s always at the edge of my thoughts, but what if…” He trails off and presses his lips together as if he doesn’t dare say it.

      But I see where his thoughts are taking him and I ask, “What if we’re related?”

      Tien lifts his shoulders.

      I glance at the still sleeping Carys, watching her as this revelation sinks in. “Like… sisters? But then that would mean…” I pause. “That I’m a princess of Faerie.”

      “Or the rightful queen.”

      My breath catches. “No. It’s not possible. I would know if I was a p-princess. I’m not. I’m just a hum—” My words cut off. “I have a hum—” Never mind. “That’s where I was going when Sterling took me. I was going home.”

      “Princess or not, I would have taken you back,” Tien says. I hear the change in his tone when he turns back to look at me. “Why did you ask Sterling? You know I would have and, well... I thought things were different between us.”

      “Tien, I asked you to take me home. Several times. And you never did. You walked right past the portal in the Tumul Desert. You insisted we go all the way to Stardale. Once I realized it, I was panicked that you were about to die from those damn ravens, but we’d already passed the portal by then.”

      Tien stares forward, then looks down. “But then I thought you changed your mind. I thought you wanted answers to our questions?”

      “That’s true, but when you dismissed your own land when I told you Faerie was dying, I decided I could no longer stay.”

      “Aria, I—”

      I hold up a hand to stop him. “Let me finish. It just feels wrong to kill your land by taking the magic away. I get it. You want to have something to keep the full fae in check, but there must be another way. I guess I don’t understand how I could be more concerned about it than you.” I pause. “I also needed a break from this place. I just want to go back.”

      “Let’s get through this, then let me take you back to the human world.” He takes my hand, and I let him.

      We sit in silence for several moments, then he asks, “do you think it would be okay if I… came with you to the human world? For a while?” He leans closer as he speaks.

      My heart skips a beat. “Won’t the queen need you?”

      “I’ll ask for leave.” Tien’s mouth draws closer.

      “And you won’t try to convince me to come back? You won’t insist that I’m some long-lost princess?”

      “I won’t. I promise.”

      The carriage jostles, hitting a rock or something, and breaks the spell. I look at Carys to see if it jerked her awake. Her eyes are open and by the way she smiles and winks at me, I can see she has been awake long before we hit that bump.
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      The bump turns out to be more than just a simple bump in the road because the carriage stops completely.

      Carys sits up straighter. Then, after a moment, she leans toward the window to look out. Tien is already on high alert. He exits wordlessly when I give him a puzzled look.

      I hear the low voices of him and the carriage driver outside and I’m about to step out to see what’s going on, but Carys stops me with her hand. I sit back.

      “So you’re going to steal my captain after we save Sterling?” Carys asks. “You plan to take him away with you to the human realm?”

      “Carys, I—”

      She holds up a hand. “It’s not that. I’m not angry that he wants to go with you, I just don’t see why you can’t stay here.”

      Because I don’t belong here feels like a broken record and I’m growing tired of asking and asking to go home, so I don’t say it. Plus, after my conversation with Tien and how he thinks I might be some long-lost princess everyone has forgotten about, to him it might not ring true. If Carys overheard that part of the conversation, she might not believe it’s true either.

      I wonder how much she heard. Did she hear Tien’s theory that I’m related to her? If so, what does she think? Would she rejoice in hearing it? Or would she become furious and want to end me herself?

      We’re friends, but I’ve never been a threat to her rule as a simple human. 

      “I’ve just messed up so many times,” I say. “And after spending all that time in the Winter Court dungeon, I just want to be safe. I want to be bored!” The idea of just laying on my twin-sized bed in my room at the Kings’ house sounds magical. No responsibilities, no racing off to save someone I care about. Of course, I also can’t ride water horses or wear fancy fae dresses, but a bowl of popcorn while sitting in front of the TV for hours on end is a glorious concept.

      Carys nods. I can see she wants to say more but doesn’t know what to say. Hopefully, if she overheard the conversation I had with Tien before we stopped, my wishing to go home squashed any thoughts that I have my eye on her throne.

      “What do you think is going on?” I ask, leaning forward to peek out the window. I can’t see Tien, so I open the carriage door and step down. Carys follows.

      When I look at the carriage, I see nothing wrong with it. None of the wheels are broken or sunk into a bog or anything. It just looks like we’ve stopped.

      Tien walks toward us, then points at the front right wheel where it sits in a bed of flowers that surround it in a perfect circle.

      “It’s a faerie ring,” he explains.

      Carys’s shoulders slump.

      “What’s a faerie ring?” I ask.

      “It’s an enchantment,” Tien says. “This one seems to be some sort of sticking or stopping spell.” 

      “Can we get out of it?” I ask. We’ve barely entered the Autumn Court and I’m not keen on walking the rest of the way to Avala. Especially after walking so far from the Winter Court to get to Stardale.

      Carys walks toward the wheel, examining the flowers underneath it. I follow her and crouch down to look at the brilliant blossoms. They’re a vibrant red and have a cone-like center.

      “These are torch gingers,” Carys says. “They’re summer flowers likely planted by a summer fae.”

      “Great! You’re a summer fae, aren’t you?” I ask her. “Can you remove them?”

      “Star fae can’t undo magic by a full fae,” Tien says. “Even if we come from the same court.”

      “But these likely depend on sunlight,” Carys says to Tien.

      “Yes, so we’ll have to wait them out until dark,” he says.

      “Wait them out?” I shriek. “But what about Sterling? We have to hurry!”

      “Aria, there’s nothing else we can do right now,” Carys says.

      “Walking will take longer than waiting until dark to take the carriage again,” Tien adds.

      “But what if you’re wrong?” I ask. “What if waiting until dark doesn’t break the spell? They’re just stupid flowers!” I move toward them. “Let’s just rip them out!”

      “No!” Tien grabs me around the middle and yanks me back. “Don’t touch them!”

      Carys’s face is frantic as she rushes to me, then places a hand on my shoulder. 

      Tien doesn’t let me go. 

      “You’d suffer a long and painful death,” Carys explains. “You cannot pull them.”

      I nod and Tien releases me. Carys wraps her arms around me and breathes into my hair, “Thank Vejo.”

      A few minutes later, the driver of the carriage walks toward us with a horse trailing behind him. “I’ll go back to Stardale for more horses,” he says. “If the carriage is still stuck at dark, we can ride on horseback the rest of the way.”

      “That’s an excellent plan, but you should let me go,” Tien says.

      “No, you stay here with the queens.”

      “I’m not a—” I start.

      Carys’s hand on my shoulder stops me. “Yes, please leave the captain with us.”

      Without another word, the driver leaves and Tien pulls cushions from the carriage for Carys and me to sit on the ground. 

      “Seriously?” I protest, pushing away the cushion when he tries to hand it to me. Carys has already placed hers on the ground and has made herself comfortable. “You don’t need to treat me like I’m a…”

      Tien’s expression stops my words. 

      “Never mind,” I say and yank it from him, then walk to sit near Carys. When I’ve made myself comfortable, I ask how long until it gets dark, then groan because it’s going to be a very long five hours.
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        * * *

      

      “So how does the time river work?” I ask the queen. We’ve already been waiting for what feels like twenty hours, but Carys insists it’s only been four or five. It’s not dark yet, but the sun finally hovers low. Tien is rummaging through the carriage, trying to find something for the three of us to eat while we wait. “Tien used it for me before he took me home the first time I came to Faerie, but he wouldn’t explain it. I’ve been here a lot longer this time than I was last time, so I’m afraid we’ll have to use it again. Otherwise my foster parents are going to freak out.”

      “Did you say Tien used the time river for you? Or did he just show you how?” She glances over at the carriage, perhaps to see if he’s listening to our conversation.

      “I don’t know the difference.”

      “Well, what did he do?” Her voice is lowered.

      I furrow my eyebrows, trying to remember. It seems like it was so long ago. “Well, he stuck his hands in it.”

      “Did he drink any of it?”

      I tilt my head to the side. I was a mess that day. We had just endured an attack on the Raven Palace, then I had to be the judge for the three winter fae who let in the attackers. I had to sentence all of them to have their magic stripped and then exiled to the human world. Their names are still etched in my brain:

      Bane, Versus, and Glace.

      I remember the feeling when their magic was stripped away. Watching as the color drained from each of them. Glace was the worst because my acting got away from me. Tien did the actual magic stripping, but we had to pretend it was me since I was imitating Queen Carys. When it was Glace’s turn, I remember feeling thirsty for her magic. I remember liking the feeling and watching it seep out of her and into Faerie.

      The memory fills me with horror. What if I was the one who stripped it from her? If I really am fae, related to the queen or not, what if it was me who took away her magic? Not Tien? What if I wasn’t pretending?

      “Aria?” Carys prods, pulling me from my thoughts. “Did Tien drink the water at the Moira River?”

      “Yes.”

      She smiles and shakes her head. “Oh Aria,” she sighs. “Tien has been in love with you a lot longer than you ever knew.”

      “Why? What do you mean?”

      Carys leans forward. “The only way to manipulate time at the river is to sacrifice your own time. If you had drunk from the river, it would have been your sacrifice, but because Tien did it…” She glances up, prompting me to turn around to look at him. I don’t think he’s listening because he’s still digging through bags at the back of the carriage. I turn back to Carys and lean forward. “He sacrificed his own.”

      In the distance, it sounds like symphonys playing. I can hear strings of violins and cellos faintly ring through the landscape. I can’t tell if it’s real or my imagination.

      “What do you mean, he sacrificed his own time?”

      “He sacrificed moments of his life.”

      The strings ring out louder, building into a crescendo.

      “But how? Does it deduct it from the end or something?” I ask. Soon I’ll have to speak louder to be heard.

      “No. It erases memories. Moments he cherished are stripped away.”

      I open my mouth to speak again, but two large hands suddenly cover my ears, blocking out the music. It’s Tien’s hands.

      “Hey,” I protest, but see Carys immediately clamp her hands over her ears, too.

      Tien maneuvers himself so he’s facing me and only briefly removes his hands to cup my ears while staring into my eyes. He presses his forehead to mine and mouths, “Remember what I said about the shadows?”

      “What?”

      “Use the shadows. Pull them toward you to block your ears!”

      “No, Tien, I can’t!” I cry. “It won’t work—”

      “Just do it! They’re trows! The music will lure us into their mounds for their revels. We’ll dance until our feet bleed if we don’t escape them.”

      Trows. I remember the warning a long time ago when Tien first brought me to Faerie.

      Concentrate, Aria. I close my eyes and imagine the shadows underneath the carriage and hiding beside shrubbery marching toward me. When I open my eyes, dark spots on the ground are drawing themselves toward me like magnets. It’s working. I don’t want to lose it, so I close my eyes again and pull them up my legs and arms and imagine them sliding underneath Tien’s hands and sticking in my ears. 

      I open my eyes and pull Tien’s hands away. The shadows worked. I can’t hear anything. My ears are plugged up and I can’t hear the violins. “Now you!”

      He shakes his head while covering his ears and gestures toward Carys, who screams as she covers her ears. Tien stands so he isn’t blocking her and steps a few paces away as I quickly direct more shadows at the high queen. I watch as they crawl their way up her dress, along her neck, and then beneath her hands. When her ears are stopped, Carys stops screaming and slowly pulls her hands away from her ears since she can’t hear anything. Same as me.

      Now Tien.

      I turn to him, but he’s walking away. I jump up and rush to him, rounding him to block him, but he pushes through me, his eyes glazed over in a daze as he continues walking.

      “Tien!” I shout, feeling my knees quake and my heart pounding against my ribcage. I push him with my hands, trying to stop him from following the sound while trying to focus on gathering more shadows to help him too. But the shadows stopping my own ears slip. The faint trill of strings pours into my head as the darkness in my ears weaken.

      I can’t block the sound for all of us. I can’t help all of us.

      But I have to save Carys.

      And in order to do that, I have to save myself.

      Reluctantly, I release my hold on the gathering shadows and strengthen my focus on my ears and Carys’s.

      “We don’t have time for revels!” I shout at Tien, my voice near-breaking, but with my ears plugged up again, it sounds like I’m yelling into a vacuum. Frantically, I pull at his arms. “You can’t go! We need you!”

      Carys has joined me and pulls at his other arm. But he’s too strong and breaks free of us.

      Small creatures with knobby faces pop up in a line. Each holds a violin and plays a silent song.

      Carys walks into my line of sight and shakes her head. “We can’t stop them,” she mouths. “It’s too late. Tien is in their power. Come!”

      I shake my head and my eyes burn at the brimming tears. “We can’t leave him!”

      “We have to save Sterling.” I read it on her lips, and then she glances at Tien briefly before saying, “He can take care of himself.”

      “No!” I sob rushing after him. “They’ll hurt him, and we need him!”

      Carys pulls at my arm, then wraps hers around my body in a hug. “Aria, no!”

      My lips quiver as a wail bursts from me. I try to pull away from her. “We need him!”

      But her grip is too tight, and I can’t break free. She gets in my face and mouths. “Let’s go! We can’t save him! He’ll be okay. He’ll survive.”

      But bleeding feet? I want to vomit.

      “We have to save him,” I say, glancing at the retreating form of the fae captain with tears streaming down my face. My heart shatters and I feel every single fissure as I’m torn apart. “We have to.”

      “We will.” She says, finally releasing her grip on me. “After we save Sterling, we’ll save him too.”
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      I unhitch the lone horse attached to the carriage. I’m not waiting any longer for the faerie ring to release the carriage wheel. We must hurry to save Sterling so we can come back and save Tien.

      It looks like I’m not going home anytime soon, but I no longer care. My priorities have changed.

      “But there’s only one,” Carys argues as she watches me.

      “We’ll have to ride together.”

      “Shouldn’t we just wait for the driver to return?”

      “The driver. Do you even know his name?”

      Carys blows a puff of air and folds her arms. “I’ve been too preoccupied with our current crisis to learn the names of servants.”

      “I don’t want to wait,” I say. “What if the evil queen becomes impatient?”

      I win the argument and a few minutes later we’re riding toward the Winter Court. I ride in front, guiding the horse with Carys behind me, gripping me around my waist. She seems tense. Almost afraid.

      “When was the last time you rode a horse?” I ask, amused. I thought Carys was an expert rider. Madseok is hers, after all. Both Sterling and Tien have told me of the times when she would take off to ride and how she was sometimes reckless, riding out into storms. It seems strange that she would have trepidation riding a common land horse. Especially since I’m sitting in front of her.

      “Never mind that,” she says. “We should focus on what’s coming. We need a strategy.”

      “Okay. Do you have a plan? You’re the diplomatic one.”

      “Yes, and if you’d just studied harder, you would know how to negotiate too.”

      I cock my head. “And when would I have studied this? They don’t have classes in my high school for royal diplomacy.”

      “Y-Yes, of course. I-I don’t know what I was thinking,” she stammers.

      Strange.

      “I’ll turn myself in for the original bargain,” Carys says. “I was supposed to stay within the Winter Queen’s clutches for one hundred years. I’ll just offer myself and promise not to escape this time.”

      “One hundred years? What was the bargain? Why would you agree to that?” I try to turn to her, but her head is lowered and she won’t look at me.

      “She caught me with her words,” Carys says. “Somehow. I still don’t understand it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Carys sighs. “She said I must stay in my court of heritage for one hundred years. I thought she meant the Raven Court. I thought I would be under house arrest, not dragged off to the Winter Court.”

      “Is your fae heritage winter?” I ask, but I’m sure it’s wrong.

      “No. It’s summer.”

      “That is strange. What if she won’t take the original bargain?”

      “She’ll take it. She has to.”
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        * * *

      

      The rest of our journey is uneventful, but it feels ominous. Besides the trows that lured Tien away, taking away our protection, we aren’t bothered by any more creatures. We hear no bells. We don’t run into any divs, and not a single pixie reveals itself. And I haven’t seen Iris anywhere. 

      It’s almost as if the Winter Queen has announced to all of Faerie that we should be left alone so that she can have her way with us.

      We arrive at the gates of the Winter Palace without flair, but also with no obstacles. We’re allowed to walk right through the gates, where we dismount from the tired horse. Then we stiffly walk up the palace steps and push through the doors.

      “Follow me,” a wolf-like creature with thick brown fur in the entrance hall says as if he has been waiting for our arrival—I’m sure he has—and turns to walk down the corridor. It's clear they’ve been waiting for us. They knew we would come. I glance at Carys, but she won’t look at me.

      We’re led through the hallways and up a flight of stairs until we stop at large dark wood double doors. 

      “Queen Silver awaits you both inside,” the wolf-man says, then excuses himself and walks away. 

      “Ready?” I ask Carys, slipping my arm through hers.

      All she does is nod and squeeze my arm tightly. We push open the doors and walk into the throne room. 

      Queen Silver, aka Evil Queen, rises from her throne at the back of the room. It’s black and covered in large spikes that look like thorns. Some spikes are nearly as tall as the vaulted ceiling. Leading from the throne and muting the queen’s heavy steps as she walks toward us is a navy rug embroidered with gold stitching that runs all the way to the door. Queen Silver wears a long silver dress with her signature black crown sitting on top of her icicle-colored hair. I’ve grown strangely accustomed to her greenish skin, but perhaps that has more to do with the fact it’s a similar color to several of Carys’s siblings, including the youngest, Sage, and Ophi, rather than anything familiar about the evil queen.

      “You came,” she sings when she’s halfway toward us. Her arms are outstretched as if greeting long-lost relatives.

      “You took Sterling,” I growl, releasing Carys and stepping forward.

      Carys also steps forward and holds a hand palm down between us, silently suggesting that I keep myself in check. Although I’m not sure if I can. 

      “I had hoped that groom meant enough to both of you.” The ice queen stops a few steps away and clasps both hands in front of her.

      “Sterling Firetail has nothing to do with this,” Carys says, her voice is in better control than mine. She sounds cordial at least. “He is an innocent. We have done as you’ve asked. We have come together to face you. Now you’ll do as you said and release him.”

      Queen Silver walks toward me and addresses only me. “She thinks it’s so easy. Like she can defy what she promised me and won’t face the consequences.”

      “I am also willing to uphold my end of the bargain,” Carys says, her tone still bright. “To fully uphold my end.”

      By the look on her face I expect the queen to cackle or throw her head back in a villainous, maniacal laugh at Carys’s offer. But she doesn’t even smile.

      “I’m done with your games, Queen Carys. I won’t be taking either of you.”

      “Either of us?” I ask, glancing at Carys for clarification.

      “That’s right, Princess,” the Winter Queen says to me. “The bargain said I could have either of you for one hundred years in exchange for everything I did.”

      I turn back to Carys. “Either of us? What does she mean? You and I didn’t even meet until after you escaped her dungeon.”

      “Tsk. Tsk.” Queen Silver clicks her tongue and walks toward Carys, then grips her chin and forces her to look at me. “Do you want to tell her? Or shall I?”

      “I don’t—” Carys says through pinched cheeks.

      The Winter Queen releases her and Carys rubs her jaw. “If you knew what Carys has done, you’d be angry too, Aria.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask. “What are you talking about?” I step back, feeling a churning dread in my gut. And last but definitely not least, “How do you know my name?” I whisper.

      “I’ve known you your entire life, Your Highness. Princess Aria Elmwhisk.”

      I stumble backward.

      “That’s right, you're a star fae, just like your sister.”

      My head snaps to Carys. She won’t look at me.

      “Sister?” I ask her. “Am I your sister?”

      “Twin, actually,” Queen Silver says. “The two of you were supposed to rule all of Faerie together as the High Queens.”

      “But… how? I don’t remember—” But my words cut off there. My memories. The car crash. Not remembering my family, my childhood, not even knowing who I was... before.

      The thing that all of Faerie forgot. The thing about Iris, my raven, a morrigu, who refused to shift into her human form so that she wouldn’t forget. Tien was right.

      I step away from Carys.

      “The story about the seven sisters,” I say. “The stars. I’m… I’m your lost sister.”

      “Not lost,” the Winter Queen interjects. “The crown princess the realm was made to forget.”

      “No. You’re wrong,” I say as a feeling I haven’t felt since I sat in the Winter Court dungeon envelops me, wrapping around me like a thick, dark blanket. I feel the shadows coalesce from all corners of this throne room. It merges with itself and pulls toward me. “No, I’m just a hu—” But I can’t say the word. It stops on my tongue and refuses to leave my mouth. It’s as if… 

      “You can’t say it because it’s a lie,” the Winter Queen says. “You aren’t human. At least not completely.”

      She sounds so certain, but when I look at her, there’s an uncertainty on her face.

      “My family is in the human realm. Lindsey and Blake are going to adopt me,” I say, but my voice has gone hoarse. “I have a brother named Ian and my friends are Cassie and Holly…” But my words trail off into nothing.

      “I’m glad you are fond of the human world, because that’s where I’m sending you. Both of you.” 

      The doors open behind us and nearly a dozen winter fae file in, several flanking both Carys and me.

      “Aria wants to go back so badly anyway, and now Carys can see what it’s like.”

      Queen Silver snaps her fingers and the winter fae guards grab my arms and marches Carys and me out the door.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Alone, I stare at the front of my house for several moments. From the eaves of the roof to the small-paned windows amid the white siding and decorated with faux outdoor shutters that match the front door. Next to the door, three pumpkins carved with Star Wars characters are lined up.

       It looks so… mundane.

      Since I was last at the Kings’ house, I’ve been at the grand Raven Palace. I’ve seen the ominous, darkly beautiful Winter Palace, and the magnificent crystal Stardale Palace.

      All three were vastly grander than this colonial.

      Lindsey and Blake’s porch swing gently sways in the autumn breeze. It’s inviting and everything I’ve longed for since I was thrown into that Winter Court dungeon. 

      Winter Court dungeon. Even the word sounds fantastical and made up as I stand on the sidewalk. On an average, every-day autumn morning in the human realm.

      The human realm.

      But not my realm.

      I still can’t wrap my head around it. Me? A princess of Faerie?

      I shake my head and walk down the cement path, then up the porch steps. My boots clack against the wood despite my light tread.

      When I try the knob and find the door locked, I pat my legs out of habit for my house keys. But I’m still wearing the royal clothing I donned before rushing from the Stardale palace to rescue Sterling. My house keys are still in my jeans pockets somewhere in West Raven.

      And Sterling is still imprisoned by the Winter Queen while Tien’s feet bleed as he dances at a never-ending revel thrown by viscous trows in an underground mound.

      So I have to knock on my own front door. A door to a house that isn’t actually my home.

      Blake, my foster dad, answers bleary-eyed and still in his pajama tee and flannel pants.

      “Aria! You’re home!” His eyes awaken and he steps aside to let me in. 

      “I left my keys in my pants pockets,” I explain. Now that I know I’m part fae, I also know I can’t lie, which means I’ll have to tell clever truths to avoid spouting everything I’ve been up to lately.

      He frowns briefly as he shuts the door behind us. “We’ll get them later,” he says, then his face brightens. “When your text said you’d be home on Sunday, we assumed it would be later tonight.”

      I shrug. “Well, here I am!”

      Blake winks at me and waves his hand. “Well, you’re just in time for some French toast.”

      My stomach grumbles at the mention.

      “Did you have some sort of Halloween costume party at the lake house, too?” Blake asks. “That dress is pretty legit.”

      “What’s legit?” Lindsey, my foster mom, asks as we enter the dining area and she comes from the kitchen. She carries a plate stacked with steaming slices of French toast. “Aria! You’re home,” she says, setting down the plate.

      “I was talking about her dress,” Blake says, gesturing with his hands at my legit costume. “I wondered if she was at a Halloween party.”

      “Everyone wore clothes like this,” I say, injecting nonchalance into my tone as I pull my skirts out with both hands.

      “Next time you should invite Ian,” Blake says, gesturing upstairs toward where my foster brother is.

      “Actually, I’m going to change,” I say, moving to go upstairs. Wearing the dress will only spur more questions. If I wear human clothes, maybe the questions and comments will stop.

      “The food is ready,” Lindsey says.

      “I’ll be quick. And I’ll tell Ian it’s ready.”

      When I’m safely behind my bedroom door, I close it and lean against it with my eyes closed.

      I’m home.

      But it’s not my home. Not really.

      Looking around my bedroom, I feel a disappointment I didn’t know was possible. I never wanted to be a Faerie princess, but now that I know I am, this world, this life, feels so dull. And it breaks my heart.

      Especially because I don’t know if I’ll ever go back to Faerie. Whatever the evil queen did, I imagine getting back won’t be easy. Especially with Sterling and Tien captured.

      So I feel like the Pevensie children in the Chronicles of Narnia movie Prince Caspian. Susan and Peter and Lucy and Edmund have just spent another grand adventure being the Kings and Queens of Narnia when they volunteer to travel through the portal in the tree to go back to their world. They say it’s time for them to return to where they belong. When they walk through the tree, they’re wearing grand clothing and have just performed heroic acts, earning the fealty of all the residents of Narnia, only to step through the portal and land themselves back on the train platform where they are just average children. 

      The Pevensie children are just children amid other children and wearing their school uniforms on their way to a regular, boring school day.

      My heart always ached for them when I watched that movie. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to be someone so important in one world, only to be a regular in their own world.

      But that’s exactly what I am. It’s what I’ve always been. I just didn’t remember.

      I still don’t remember much, but I suspect the visions I had while riding the waves of the Sea of Neptulus were actual memories trying to break through whatever curse was put upon me to make me forget who I am.

      A few minutes later, I’m in my comfy black leggings and a flower print long-sleeved tee sitting at the dining table next to Ian, whom I dragged out of bed to join us for breakfast.

      I try not to be too eager as I slather butter onto my toast and drizzle warm syrup all over my plate—including the crispy bacon—but it’s one thing I’m grateful to be back for.

      “How was your weekend at the lake house?” Ian asks. “Did Sterling go with you? He wasn’t around this weekend either.”

      “Actually, Sterling and I broke up,” I say, avoiding admitting that he was with me. Even though Lindsey and Blake are super cool parents, even they disapprove of co-ed sleepovers.

      “Oh no!” Lindsey places a hand over mine. “Are you okay?”

      I offer her a reassuring smile and nod. “I am. We’re better as friends, really.”

      Blake clears his throat. 

      “Really,” I protest. “We both realized that we never really felt that way for each other. We’re really just best friends.” Almost like we’ve been best friends our entire lives.

      I wonder…

      “Is there someone else?” Lindsey asks, trying to act casual about it, but I see through it.

      “Who says she has to have a boyfriend?” Ian asks, coming to my rescue and I love him for it.

      “Thank you,” I whisper under my breath, so only he can hear.

      “Anytime, sis.”

      Those simple words hit me like the club-hand of a div and I realize I do feel like Ian is my brother. He acts like it and we’ve grown close in the few months we’ve lived under the same roof, but I also realize it’s nothing like the way I feel about my own brothers. The Elmwhisk princes. Rio and Leo and Atlas. Piz and Quin and Virgil. My heart aches to see them now that I know they’re my family. Them and my sisters.

      I have a family. A real one. And sure, my parents are dead and I likely grieved terribly when they died. I remember the feeling in my vision of the king’s funeral and realize the sorrow I felt was real, and it was mine. But I have brothers and sisters. I have a lot of them. Twelve in total.

      “Aria, since you’re home, maybe you want to join me in a movie binge?” Blake asks.

      “Yes, please,” I say. “I want to just veg on the couch today.” And forget about everything I just lost because I have no idea how I can possibly get back.

      There’s a knock on the front door.

      “I’ll get it,” Lindsey says and rises. “It’s probably the neighbor returning a dish I loaned her.”

      “Excellent,” Blake says to me. “I was feeling elvish, so I thought we could watch the extended versions of The Lord of the Rings.”

      I choke on my orange juice. “Not fantasy, please.”

      “So I guess Narnia is out?”

      “What about Star Wars?” I suggest.

      “Which trilogy?” His tone brightens at the suggestion. “Or should we start at the beginning with Episode I?”

      “Episode four.”

      “Excellent choice.”

      Lindsey walks back into the dining room and I do a double take because she’s gone pale, as if she’s just seen a ghost. “Aria, there’s someone here to see you.”

      My stomach sinks. Carys walks in and stands next to Lindsey. Seeing her spurs another memory. She is, after all, my sister.

      “I will be Queen someday,” I said to her while hitching my foot onto the plush settee at the foot of my bed and lacing my boot.

      My bed. My room. The cozy room in the Raven Palace I love so much was actually mine. That room is actually mine.

      Another memory is returning.

      “Queens don’t sneak out to ride their cabyll-ushteys in the dead of night,” Carys said.

      It was almost like she cared about me.

      “Aria, you could be killed. One wrong look and—”

      “Madseok would never hurt me. I’ve raised Madseok since he was a foal,” I continued. “He’s not some wild cabyll-ushtey. He would never hurt me.”

      Of course. Why did I never guess it before? Madseok was mine. He is mine. Not Carys’s.

      Blake and Ian drop their forks to their plates in unison when they see Queen Carys.

      “Who—” Blake starts.

      “She’s my sister.” I rise from my seat—and I push right past her. “Will you tell me when she’s gone?” I call back. “I don’t want to see her ever again.”

      

      END OF BOOK THREE

      

      Want more? Click here for the prequel story —> Exiling a Fae Queen

      

      And if you can’t get enough of the Raven Court world, the prequel story:

      Courting Fae Thieves and Crowns

      Is on Kindle Vella!

      

      Book Four is scheduled for Fall 2022
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