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ARIA

        

      

    

    
      
        
        She groaned as another’s magic was lost. Each was more painful than the last.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Stirring spaghetti noodles gives me a sense of calm. Until I remember that I’m a fae princess, and stirring spaghetti noodles is something a servant would do.

      My calm explodes. I twist my mouth and put my free hand on my hip.

      That’s right. I’m a princess. Of Faerie. I can’t believe it either. Or at least, I couldn’t until the memories of my time in Faerie mingled with snippets of the memories I lost. Until being a faerie princess made more sense than not being a faerie princess.

      It’s the reason I could be taken into the Winter Court when everyone told me a human could not enter. Because I’m not entirely human. It’s the reason I was able to use magic to escape the winter dungeon unseen and plug my ears with shadows when…

      But the maelstrom inside isn’t because cooking noodles is servants’ work, it’s the realization that not only am I a fae princess, but I’m also stuck in the human realm. Again.

      And I’m far away from home.

      “It’s my turn to make dinner, Aria,” says my foster brother, Ian, as he enters the kitchen. He looks over my shoulder, then opens the pantry for a jar of marinara sauce.

      “I don’t mind,” I say, but don’t add that I’m doing it mostly for me, not him.

      “I saw that twin of yours at school today,” he says, twisting the cap of the bottle, popping the seal. “What’s her name? Carrie?”

      A flush of emotions rushes through me at the mention of my sister, who is also stuck in the human realm. “It’s Carys.”

      “Carys,” he repeats, and I worry he’ll suggest she come live with us, but family or not, High Queen Carys stole my memories and made me forget who I am. It was only because the Winter Queen told me the truth before shoving us both out of Faerie that I even know that now.

      Carys is the last person er… fae—whatever I want to see, let alone live with under the same roof. I was grateful when my foster parents—the humans who took me in—requested that she stay with another family.

      “I think she’s staying at the group home near the park,” Ian says as he reaches for a saucepan dangling from the ceiling rack. “But she just enrolled at our school.”

      I feel like he’s waiting for me to comment, because he pauses to look at me before pouring the sauce into the pan and placing it on the burner. But I have nothing to say.

      “She looked a bit like a fish out of water,” he adds, turning the knob on the stove. The burner flashes on.

      “Yes, well, I imagine she’s never been to high school before,” I mutter under my breath into the hot steam.

      “Look, it’s strange that you never mentioned you even had a twin sister, and I don’t know what happened between you two, but it looked like she was struggling so maybe you could—”

      I snap my head to him, stopping his words. But then I check myself and move to the counter to slice the loaf of French bread. I shouldn’t take it out on him, he’s just trying to help. “I just… don’t want to talk about her.”

      “I know.”

      I couldn’t lie when Carys showed up on the King’s doorstep. Like literally. I’m a half fae and any percentage of fae blood in any humanoid’s system stops any lie instantly. I couldn’t feign unrecognition or claim she must be a doppelgänger stranger I’d never met, because all of that would be a lie.

      But not being able to lie didn’t mean I had to divulge everything either. My foster parents knew I had memory loss, so a quick explanation that I didn’t know she was my sister until very recently, and that I wasn’t thrilled she was here, was the only thing I would say. And of course, both were true.

      Ian opens the fridge for a bag of salad, then gets a bowl and stands next to me.

      “They set a court date,” he says, dumping the greens into the bowl.

      “What?”

      “Lindsey and Blake. They’re almost finished with the paperwork, and they already set a court date for your adoption.”

      “Really? When?” I set down the knife and turn to him.

      “The day before the Winter Formal.” He smiles.

      Less than three weeks. My eyes widen and I cover my mouth with my hand. I don’t know how to respond. Since my memories were wiped, all I’ve wanted was to belong. To have a family. I like living with the King’s and I thought I wanted to become an official member of their family, but I already have a family. A big one. My parents are gone, but I have several brothers and sisters. Some who even look like me, like—

      “Aria!”

      Geminia.

      How ironic that I was just thinking about the sister who looks most like me—besides Carys—and she’s here! Maybe she’s come to take me back! I whip my head to the sound of my sister’s voice. Maybe she’s—

      

      “You’ll never guess what I’ve found!”

      I’m tempted to ask if she could show me another time. Sterling is waiting for me with Madseok. I was supposed to meet him earlier, but I got roped into another political meeting with the king and Carys with some simpering praefectus who clearly can’t handle their stewardship. It was boring and pointless, and I wanted to slip out a hundred times, but didn’t want the wrath of my father or my sister for ditching out on my duties. Again.

      Now I’m free to slip away and feel the spray of the sea on my face and the sun on my back.

      But Geminia rarely wants my attention for anything. Not like Ophi and Sage, or even Rio and Leo. She’s my closest sister in age after Carys, but we’ve never been close. If I turn her away now, she might never want to share anything with me again.

      “You’re right. I’ll never guess,” I say, playing along. “You’d better just tell me what you’ve found.”

      Geminia looks up and down the corridor like we’ve become fugitives of the crown and cannot be caught by the searching guards, then she grabs my hand and pushes aside the old blue tapestry with a large stag embroidered in the center, and pulls me through one of the hidden passageways behind it.

      We shuffle through narrow, dark tunnels that wind through the palace. The clacking of our shoes on the stone floor is the only sound, but it echoes, bouncing off the walls and sounding like an entire legion of soldiers chasing after us.

      “Where are you taking me?” I ask, a little breathless, but more from the exhilaration of the unknown than exertion. I let out a nervous laugh. “I can’t even see where I’m going!”

      Geminia slows and turns back to look at me, her blue eyes glinting in the near darkness. “Stop complaining and let your fae eyes adjust,” she says, smirking. “Or are you telling me that I’ve mistaken you for Carys and you can’t handle a little adventure?”

      “Touché,” I say and gesture that we keep going.

      When we round a corner, two of our sisters, Celeste and Lyra, wait in the shadows.

      Celeste aims an accusing finger at Geminia. “Did you tell her?”

      “No. I want her to see it for herself.”

      “Good,” Celeste says.

      “What’s going on?” I ask, but I’m loving the intrigue.

      “I’m not telling, but I promise it will be worth it. Come on.” Lyra takes my hand and pulls me through a narrow doorway and into a small, abandoned room.

      The space is lit by a single, large window, paned with stained glass like those found in human churches. The filtered light gives the room a muted, colorful ambience that is immediately calming. It’s sparsely furnished with blue plush chairs and a small table. An old vanity sits in one corner with trinkets scattered across it, but my attention is pulled to the portrait that takes up the entire southern wall.

      A fae with long, white-blonde hair is the subject of the painting. She has iridescent dragonfly wings and an expression that says she’s full of secrets. I’ve never seen the portrait before, but by the short description my father has given, I know who she is immediately.

      “Amberle Kindra,” I say.

      “Amberle Kindra as in… our grandmother?” Celeste asks, her voice full of awe.

      “Grandmother?” Lyra asks, unfamiliar with the word.

      “She’s our father’s mother,” I explain. “Grandmother is a human term.”

      “She’s… beautiful,” Lyra says, and we all agree.

      “There was more to her than beauty from what Father said,” I say.

      “What do you know about her?” Geminia asks.

      I turn away from the portrait to look at my sister. “Just a little. Father didn’t speak of her often.”

      “I’ve never heard anything about her,” Lyra says.

      “Perhaps this is a sort of… shrine to her or something,” I say, glancing around the room. “Look around, maybe you’ll find out more about her.” I turn to exit.

      “Won’t you look with us?” Celeste asks.

      I bite my bottom lip. The Sea of Neptulus is calling to me. I can almost hear the impatient snort of Madseok, who is itching for a ride as much as I am. “Sterling is waiting,” I say. “But tell me if you find anything.”

      

      “Aria?” Ian asks, pulling me from the vision.

      Blinking a few times, I push back at the emotion the memory sparked. I can’t remember any more of it. If my sisters found anything about our grandmother, or if I ever went back to that hidden room behind the blue tapestry.

      I have the feeling I didn’t. I clearly remember the disappointment in all their faces—especially Geminia—when I excused myself for what I thought was more important: leaving to meet Sterling and Madseok. But I don’t think I remedied it. I wasn’t a very good sister to them.

      “You okay?” Ian asks.

      “Yes,” I say, truthfully. “I just got lost in my thoughts.” I move back to stir the boiling noodles.

      “So… speaking of the dance,” Ian says. “Matt Green wants to ask you.”

      “Matt Green, huh?” Blake—my foster dad—says, entering the kitchen.

      “Wait, what?” I’m grateful for the subject change from Carys, and that Ian didn’t pry after I zoned out, caught in that memory. But Ian is giving me whiplash.

      “Yeah, it could be like a celebration after the adoption,” Ian says.

      “Since when are you so thoughtful, Ian?” Blake asks with an eyebrow raised, and takes a slice of bread from the cutting board, tearing it to eat.

      “He has a point,” I say.

      Ian rolls his eyes. “Since Matt said if I convinced Aria to go with him, he’d give me his cousin’s number to ask her.” He looks at me with pleading in his eyes. “C’mon Aria. We could double.”

      “Isn’t Aria going with Sterling?” Blake asks around a mouthful of bread.

      “They broke up, remember?” Ian says.

      Blake turns to me with concern creasing his forehead. “Sorry, Aria. Yes, I remember.”

      “It’s okay. It’s fine. I’m fine,” I say, and I know it’s the truth. “Sterling and I are better as friends. Really.”

      I’m not sure if it convinces him, but he eats more bread.

      Ian claps his hands together. “So… would you be up to going with Matt since you and Firell are no longer together?”

      Firell was the last name Sterling went by when he pretended to be a teenage human football star at my high school. It was a little more human sounding than Firetail. Part of me wishes I could go back to that. Back to the stupid parties and the stupid games and act like I’m just a normal human teenager. Back to the simplicity of it all.

      But I can’t. I’m a fae princess trapped in the human realm. And Sterling is trapped too as a prisoner of the Winter Queen.

      And I’m in love with his brother, who I might never see again.

      Tien. Captain Firetail. The fae who kidnapped me and brought me to Faerie against my will in order to save his precious Raven Court by putting me on the throne. That fae was the last guy I imagined myself falling in love with. But I did.

      I try not to think about where Tien is—stuck in a trows’ lair dancing to his death—but my heart won’t let me forget because it’s my fault he’s there.

      I thought I was doing something noble by saving the high queen from death-by-trows. Using my budding shadow magic, I stopped mine and Carys’s ears so we couldn’t be lured into their mound. But Tien was taken, and it’s unlikely he’s alive.

      A sharp pang in my chest twists and seems to cut the air from my lungs. I cannot think of that. He must be alive. He has to be. I would know it if he’d died, wouldn’t I?

      “You’ll have to get Matt’s cousin’s number another way,” I say to Ian as I walk out of the kitchen. “Tell him no.”
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TIEN

        

      

    

    
      They said the dancing would never end until you’ve collapsed from exhaustion or loss of blood. But even trows seem to have a limit. With enough stamina, they can be outlasted. It helps that they love their feasting and can be persuaded to set down their fiddles for hours at a time as they stuff their faces with sweet meats and herbs.

      At first, the smell of roasting mutton prepared with mouth-watering spices was torturous in my hazy delusion. I struggled to push through the fog long enough to drag myself to the discarded scraps, only to be discovered and the fiddles remembered again.

      The early days nearly did me in with the lack of nourishment and the constant skipping and twirling to the whine of the strings. The skin of my feet rubbing raw within my boots enough to bleed. It didn’t take long for the weight to fly from my bones. As my boots wore to tatters, several of my toes caught on rocks and were crushed underneath other dancers, fracturing them.

      Of course, the pain didn’t matter while I danced. A new laceration or snap of bone only tripped my dance steps a brief moment until it was forgotten, and the dancing resumed with vigor.

      I was on the verge of collapse and imminent death when the big one took notice and realized who I was.

      “Cap’ ‘in. Cap’ ‘in Fire,” he’d said.

      Big One seemed more intelligent than the others because when he’d chant, “Cap’ ’in. Cap’ ‘in Fire,” he’d only get blank stares and dismissive hand waves. Big One began sneaking me scraps of food and my strength slowly returned. And with my strength, my wits.

      Pushing through the fog is getting easier now. At least I notice the taste of dirt. And when the music stops, the constant mixture of sharp and dull agony in my feet and legs returns quicker.

      Big One tosses a bone in my direction. I snatch it up immediately. The feasting has just begun, hopefully giving me plenty of time to rest and eat and recover some. And maybe think through another plan to escape. Gnawing on the bone, while keeping my eyes on the group, I bemoan my failed attempts and ignore the sharp return of my various injuries.

      First, I tried the obvious by calling for Lament from the Urozen. If I could cut down trows quickly and with such surprise that they didn’t have time to pick up their fiddles, perhaps I could easily escape, but my trusty golden blade will not come. The trows must have some sort of spell in their mound, blocking access to the spirit world.

      With one end of the bone, I mark another tick on the wall. I don’t know how long each dance lasts, or how many I’m forced to endure each day. Being underground, I have no idea whether it’s day or night or the stage of the moon, so I count the dances and the feasts.

      My second failure began with my realization that the creatures are nothing without their magical, hypnotic music. So, I waited until they were occupied with filling their bellies, then stole and quietly smashed as many violins as I could while they feasted. I smashed a dozen fiddles before they wizened and sprung to action, only to have twice as many appear in their hands as they grabbed their reserve instruments from the various hidden nooks and crevices of the lair. I paid the price with a spirited dance across a particularly rocky area and ended up with two broken toes.

      For being mostly unintelligent creatures, the trows are no fools when it comes to their deadliest weapon.

      I needed to do something even more subtle to prevent myself from being pulled into their dangerous music. The next logical step was to stop my ears from hearing the sound.

      I close my eyes and refuse to think more about that disaster. A combination of mud and precious animal fat from the meager portions the Big One throws at me is not enough to block the sound. It can fall out or be yanked out too easily and isn’t worth the pain that follows.

      My best option is something more… permanent.

      I glance at the marks on the wall and search for a pattern that should have been obvious. Every third feast, a handful of the trows gather their bows and arrows to hunt for future feasts. Their weapons are crude and simple, but the creatures are skilled, and the arrows are sharp.

      One more dance, then one more feast, and they’ll go out again. When they return, I’ll steal one of their arrows and pray the sharpness hasn’t been dulled from use. It must be a reliable tool.

      There’s one thing that keeps me under the spell of the fiddles. One thing that prohibits my escape. Although I’ve greatly relied on it all my life, I’ll gladly carve the hearing out of my ears to enjoy freedom again.
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ARIA

        

      

    

    
      I blast Taylor Swift in my EarPods to drown out the chittering of teenagers walking to class.

      I hate going to school. It feels like such a waste of time when I know Sterling is… my throat tightens, and Tien… I feel sick. I can’t think of it. I can’t think of them. I can’t go down that dark path again and turn into another sobbing pile of uselessness. I’m doing no good by constantly crying about it. I’ve been there, done that.

      So, I lie to myself and keep the volume of my music on high—letting Taylor ruin my eardrums while singing about being the antihero. I can lie within the deepest recesses of my thoughts. Surely Sterling is finding a way to escape the clutches of the Winter Queen. Like I did. He’s not letting the hallucinations of the Winter Court dungeon get to him. He’s stronger than that. He can handle it.

      I tell myself there’s no way Tien remained under the trow’s control long enough to get himself killed. He probably escaped five seconds after he was lured into their lair! He has that golden blade he pulls out of the air, after all. Surely, he could do that while dancing? He probably cut down every fiddle-playing trow the first chance he got.

      They’re fine. They’re both fine.

      Probably.

      I’m the one stuck in the human world.

      But still, my doubts creep in… I escaped the Winter Court dungeon with shadows. Those shadows must have something to do with being a fae, or a princess maybe? Sterling is a star fae with summer heritage, but as far as I know, he can’t do magic.

      And I saw the expression on Tien’s face as he followed the sound of the trow’s fiddles. I’d successfully stopped my ears—and Carys’s—but Tien was completely vulnerable and pulled into some sort of spell. His face went slack almost immediately. The look of concern, and silent agreement that I save myself and the queen… was gone. There was a fissure, a crack that set deep in my heart when the spell took over. He no longer looked at me that way. It was as if he no longer recognized me. Maybe he can’t pull his golden sword out because he is in too deep. Maybe he can’t remember he’s in danger. Maybe he doesn’t realize the trows want to hurt him. Maybe he can’t even remember his name.

      When Tien sliced the head off that biloko soon after he first brought me to Faerie, he explained that since he’s part human, he was vulnerable to the hypnosis of the biloko bell. I imagine the same is true about other dangerous fae creatures.

      I shudder and the crack in my heart spreads.

      And I feel sick that I saved my treacherous sister, thinking I was being noble and saving the queen for the greater good. I saved her instead of the fae I love.

      Going to school feels like a waste of time, but I’m not in the worst situation. Sitting through boring history lectures and wrapping my head around calculus assignments is nothing compared to what Tien and Sterling are enduring.

      But not going to school leads to questions I don’t want to answer, so I endure it.

      “Has Sterling asked you to the dance yet?” Cassie asks, pulling my left EarPod out. Her tone is annoyingly hopeful. I turn Taylor off. “Or do you two have a sort of unspoken thing?” She drops the EarPod into my open palm.

      “Actually, I’m not sure I’m going to the dance,” I say, as Holly sidles up to my other side. I remove my other EarPod and pocket them both.

      “Is Carys going?” Cassie asks.

      “C-Carys?” I stammer, slowing my steps and walking closer to the wall and out of the hallway traffic.

      “Seriously, Aria, are you really going to act like you don’t know her?” Holly says, turning to face me.

      Cassie follows too.

      Holly continues, “I overheard Ian saying the new girl who looks exactly like you is your twin. You don’t need to play dumb with us.”

      “It’s not fair that there are two of you who look so perfect,” Cassie laments and pouts. “But you are prettier than her.”

      “That’s debatable,” Holly says. “Hey! But at least you’re normal! I ran into her in the bathroom on the third floor, and I thought she was you, but I overheard her talking to someone about fairies and the queen or something.” But her fake grin matched with her eye roll doesn’t endear me any more to her. “Like I get being into video games or fantasy novels or whatever, but it’s like she thinks they’re real.”

      “She’s clearly not like us,” Cassie adds. “Not like you are.”

      Actually, I’m not like you either. But I can’t say it without explaining why, so I keep my mouth shut. I am curious who Carys was talking to though.

      “Back to Sterling…” Holly says, glancing at Cassie. “Cassie hasn’t dared ask, but where is Sterling? And why has he been gone for so long? You must know since you’re his girlfriend.”

      “He’s uh… out of town,” I say. I don’t think out of this realm is the best answer in this circumstance.

      “Where did he go?” Holly asks at the same time Cassie wonders, “When is he coming back?”

      “Actually, Sterling and I broke up…” I blurt. It’s the only thing I can think of that will distract them from questions I can’t truthfully answer without telling them about Faerie and being accused of being too into fantasy novels.

      “Oh no!” Cassie says, with forced pity. “Are you alright?”

      Holly is suddenly speechless, so I turn back to Cassie.

      “I’m fine,” I say. “Sterling and I realized that we’re really better as friends.”

      “It’s good for both of you,” Holly says. “Sterling did say that he felt like you were more like a sister to him.” She twists her mouth as if chagrined that the comment might hurt me.

      She’s clearly lying, but I take the opportunity to turn it back on her. “That’s funny because his older brother and I have sorta…” I want to say that he and I have started dating, but that’s not technically true. Tien and I have told each other how we feel. We’ve kissed. We’ve said we were falling in love with each other, but our relationship status hasn’t actually been determined. “Let’s just say that kissing Tien feels like Sterling could someday become my brother.”

      There. Let’s see what she does with that!

      But as soon as I say it, I feel sick again and my chest hurts because it might not come true. Tien might be dead.

      No. Aria, stop. I can’t think like that. He’s stronger than that. I cling to that hope with everything I have.

      “So, Sterling doesn’t have a date to the dance?” Holly asks and the two of them toss backhanded compliments at each other about which one Sterling should ask. I tune out while we walk. Somehow during the conversation, Holly determines that she will be Sterling’s date, but that Tien and I should definitely double with them.

      The image of Tien in a suit surrounded by balloon arches and strobe lights in a dark gym for a high school social event. I can’t even imagine it.

      “What?” Cassie says.

      Clearly my face broadcasted my thoughts. “I doubt Tien could ever bring himself to go to a silly dance.”

      “Not even if you asked nicely? Doesn’t he want to make you happy?”

      “Who says I want to go?” I ask, my voice full of snotty-human-teenage-girl.

      “Does he look anything like Sterling?” Cassie asks right as a black fluttering, or a shadow captures my attention from the corner of my eye. It’s close to the next bell, so the hallway is clearing out, but when I look, whatever it was is gone.

      “When will we get to meet him?” Cassie asks when I don’t immediately answer. “Or are you keeping him all to yourself?”

      Holly pauses and shoots me a pointed look. “Is he even real? Or is talk of this brother just a way for you to save face over the breakup?”

      “He’s real,” I say as a furious chill races up my scalp. “And no, he doesn’t look much like Sterling. I mean, their eyes are the same lime-green color, but Tien’s hair is darker, he’s taller and much more serious.” I can’t help the smile that spreads.

      “I bet he’s just as gorgeous,” Cassie says, then sighs with jealousy.

      I see the fluttering again and realize it isn’t a shadow. It looks like some sort of black bird, caught in the hallway. Maybe my mind is playing tricks.

      “Attractive people don’t always have attractive siblings,” Holly adds.

      Or maybe it was a raven.

      Maybe it’s Iris, my guardian raven who follows me everywhere. I recently learned her name when I met several morrigu—raven shifters—when they attacked me and Tien in the Autumn desert.

      “I need to use the bathroom before class,” I say, already breaking away and walking down the hall.

      They let me go, but I hear Holly mutter that Tien is probably the less attractive brother before I’m out of earshot. I ignore it and try to keep from sprinting until I’ve rounded the corner, but when I do, I see no errant shadows or raven-people.

      Was it just my imagination?

      I turn back the other way and see nothing. My disappointment is heavy. Heavier than I expected.

      When Queen Silver sent me and Carys here, I guess I expected someone to come looking for us. Yes, time in Faerie and time in the human world don’t match up and perhaps not much time has passed at all since we left, but at the same time, perhaps years or even decades have passed since we left.

      If it’s the latter… did no one notice our absence? It doesn’t seem likely, but as each day passes and I have no way of finding my own way back, I wonder if anyone will come for us. For me.

      I turn back to head toward my next class and nearly run smack into someone.

      “Oh! Your Hig—” the girl says, then clamps a hand over her mouth.

      Her hair is a bright, fire-engine unnatural red, and her colorless eyes are most striking and disconcerting. But… I recognize her.

      “I know you,” I say, narrowing my eyes as I claw through my memory.

      The high king’s funeral flashes like a billboard through my head. My father’s funeral. There was a common girl with bright red hair talking to Sterling. She is someone we all forgot… but took a form that wouldn’t forget us.

      “You’re… Iris,” I say. “My raven.”
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TIEN

        

      

    

    
      I collapse into a heap against the hard ground as the trows drop their fiddles and dig into another feast. They gave up on their evil entertainment sooner than typical. Probably because our dances have become increasingly more silent, apart from the music and the rhythm of our feet. The devilish creatures haven’t caught any new victims recently and the fresh wails and cries have quieted and evolved into blank stares and gaunt faces.

      Our numbers have also dwindled significantly in the past several days.

      I imagine the sounds of pain are part of the entertainment and the trows lose interest if their game isn’t entertaining.

      I’m grateful for the respite, but less time in a hazed dance only forces my lucidity to return quicker and grant me more time alone with my thoughts and pain.

      When I was first trapped in this damned hellhole, dancing until my feet bled, the thought of her kept me alive. But as the memories of who she is and who she was returned… I could no longer allow myself the blessed distraction. And so, I try to keep my thoughts studiously away from her.

      Aria is the crown princess of Faerie, and her throne was stolen by her twin sister, Queen Carys. I don’t know what happened to bring the memories flooding back, but I remember now.

      How could I allow that to happen? Why didn’t I see the danger? Why didn’t I stop Carys from betraying Aria?

      It’s because I’m a fool. I allowed myself to become distracted by Aria’s bluebell-colored eyes and her twist of golden hair. I allowed myself to fall in love with her fierceness and her strength, her wildness and tenacity.

      As a youngling, Princess Aria Elmwhisk was irresponsible. Always vanishing to seek out adventure and ride cabyll-ushteys with my brother at all hours of the day.

      There was little attraction at first. Mostly, she was just my brother’s playmate and friend. A foolish princess. But when we ventured to the Autumn Court together to hear the complaints of the autumn praefectus, Wolf Beechriver, I watched Princess Aria blossom before my eyes.

      Or rather, my eyes were opened, and I watched her become who she could truly be if she put her energy and heart into it. That trip ignited a spark that led to a downward spiral as I fell for her. Irrevocably.

      And with my eyes on her, I missed Carys’s ambush—her alliance and bargain with Queen Silver that erased her from my mind and my heart.

      Now I remember standing helpless as the ice queen made me forget that beautiful, damned girl.

      I’m a fool. I allowed myself to fall in love with her twice.

      Now I remember…

      

      “You loved her too. I can see that,” Aria had said.

      

      A cold wave of realization floods every part of me. Aria said that soon after I brought her to Faerie. After our memories were gone.

      

      “And I’m sorry,” she’d said. “She’s this unknown person to me, this girl with my same face who rules an entire realm. But I can see when you look at me sometimes that you loved her too.”

      

      I suck in a breath and remain motionless, as if the movement will cause the memory to flutter away and be lost forever. Aria thought I loved Carys. I thought I loved Carys because my memories of the two merged so seamlessly that I couldn’t reconcile the regal, cold, rule-following queen with the rash, water-horse riding, warm princess.

      I was so conflicted with my feelings for Carys when it wasn’t complicated at all! I never loved Carys. I loved Aria. It was always Aria. What she saw was my tortured heart yearning for… her. Even though I’d forgotten her.

      But despite my lost memories, I fell for her again.

      A wave of emotion floods me as I remember the way Aria looked the night of the revel when I forced her to pretend to be the queen. When I thought she belonged to Sterling. When we danced. The image of the way her golden hair fell over her shoulder and the way her blue eyes shone in the light of the will-o’-the-wisps sends chills up and down my spine.

      At the time, I had forgotten her. But I already loved her.

      And despite the obstacles of losing our memories, of Sterling claiming her first, and everything in between, we came full circle. We are back to the way things were before. Before I lost her, but found her again. Before I forgot her, then fell for her again.

      But with the returning memories also brings other, not-so-pleasant memories as well. Aria had grand—dangerous—plans to free the full fae.

      Foolish, foolish princess!

      She’ll get our kind killed. Erased! We cannot give them an inch!

      Look at everything Queen Silver has done! Conspiring with a princess to oust her sister, then imprisoning the new high queen the instant she was crowned!

      Of course, without the disappearance of High Queen Carys, finding Aria in the human world and forcing her to pretend to be the queen never would have happened. But the series of events also made Aria a prisoner of the Winter Queen.

      And now my brother is a prisoner of the Winter Queen.

      Stuck in the trows’ lair, I don’t know if the queen and princess ever reached the Winter Court. If they saved my brother, or if the three of them are in the icy clutches of Queen Silver again—or worse—at this very moment.

      It’s almost time to enact my plan. The trows will leave to hunt soon. When they return, I can finally do what I must to escape.
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ARIA

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Her charred trees sighed when the invisible flames extinguished, but the waters died silently when they were drained of life.
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        * * *

      

      I can’t help my slack-jawed expression. Iris has been my constant companion—in this world and in Faerie—but now I’m finally seeing her in her human form.

      “Yes, I’m Iris.” She nods. “Look, we really should—”

      “Are you here to take me back?” I nearly squeal and have to clamp a hand over my mouth to stifle it.

      Iris frowns and reaches out to touch my arm, causing a flash of memories to assault my mind. Like the montage scenes in rom-coms… only quicker.

      

      Iris is my traveling companion… no… more like a ladies’ maid. But it wasn’t something she aspired to.

      

      Iris travels with me in a carriage to the various courts helping me look more like a princess—and less like the adventure seeking, trouser wearing, vagabond who just happened to live in a palace. The more royal I behave, the more respect I receive from the nobles.

      

      Iris is a friend, a confidant. She helps me find the words to say to the fae around the realm to garner support–

      Support for what?

      

      “We need to talk,” Iris says, lowering her head and her voice.

      I gesture at the nearly empty hallway but link my arm with hers and walk the opposite direction. She seems surprised at the gesture, but doesn’t protest and walks with me.

      “What happened?” Iris asks when I veer into the nearest restroom.

      I lift a finger and both eyebrows, silencing her. She nods and I duck down to check each stall for occupants. When I’m satisfied the restroom is empty, I gesture that she should continue.

      “I’ve looked for you everywhere! Why aren’t you in Faerie? What happened?” she asks. “And I thought I saw Queen Carys too. Is she here?”

      I nod. “Queen Silver sent us here. We’re stuck. But there’s something else.”

      “What?”

      I step toward her and lower my chin. “I know.”

      Her shoulders relax. “I know you know. If you didn’t, I would have lost my memories the instant I shifted to my human form. How much do you know? Has it all come back?”

      I frown. “No.”

      “What do you know?”

      “I know that Carys is my twin. I know she betrayed me and sent me to the human realm so she could rule alone. I know she made everyone forget I existed.”

      Iris nods.

      “I’m so glad you’re here,” I sigh as if a heavy weight has been lifted. “I have a lot of questions for you—”

      Someone enters the bathroom.

      “But we should probably talk somewhere more private,” I mutter quickly.

      “Of course, Your Highness.” Luckily, she’s quiet too, because the person who entered is Holly.

      “Aria?” Holly says.

      “Hey,” I say and move to turn a faucet on.

      “Who’s this?” she asks in a tone that is borderline rude.

      “This is Iris,” I say, running my hands under the cold water. Too bad I can’t lie and say she’s the new girl or something.

      In the mirror, I catch Holly’s gaze narrow slightly. Almost imperceptibly, and I see the judgment in the purse of her lips, but she smooths it to put on her own fake mask. “You must be new,” she says, turning to Iris. “I’m Holly.” But before Iris can say a word, Holly turns back to me. “C’mon, Aria. Let’s get to class.”

      I frown and want to protest, but anything I say will only lead to questions I can’t answer. So, I don a pleasant smile and ask Iris, “Meet me after school?”

      “Of course, Your—”

      I stop her with a look and shake of my head.

      “Yes, Aria.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that afternoon, Iris and I walk into the food court of the mall, and I lead her to the pretzel line.

      “This isn’t exactly private, Your Highness,” she says, her clear eyes darting around.

      “Call me Aria, please. Especially here. And yes, it’s crowded and noisy, but everyone is talking, so they won’t bother listening to us.” High school is also crowded and noisy, but there are too many eavesdroppers, so I asked Ian to drop me and my new friend off at the mall.

      “Yes, but the things of the human realm and of Faerie…” She chews on her bottom lip.

      I gently push her with my shoulder. “If anyone even bothers to listen to us, they’ll think we’re talking about a book series or movie. Trust me, this is the best place for us to talk.”

      Hiding in a crowd that doesn’t care.

      When we get to the front of the line, I order two pretzels and two Dr. Pepper’s then find an empty table and gesture that Iris sit across from me. She’s slightly awkward juggling her pretzel and drink while moving the chair out, but she manages.

      I want to ask what’s been going on at home, but my mouth is suddenly bone dry and I haven’t even had a bite of my pretzel yet. Home. It feels so right to call Faerie home, but the thought of what might be going on at home also fills me with terror. I down half my soda.

      “We must find a way to get you back,” Iris says. “Do you remember how to open a portal?”

      “I didn’t know that was something I could do.” I tilt my head as if it will tip the answer into my consciousness, but it doesn’t work. I have no memory of opening a portal or knowing how. “Can you open one?” I pop a bite of pretzel into my mouth.

      “I can go back and forth in my raven form, but I cannot bring anyone with me.” Iris sips her drink, but when she pulls back, her eyes widen. She likes the soda. She leans forward to drink more.

      I chuckle.

      We sit in silence for a few moments, snacking and thinking. Iris can’t bring me through a portal, but she can go. That doesn’t help me get back, but maybe she could…

      “What if…” Iris starts but doesn’t finish.

      “What?” I hope she has an idea to get us both back, but if not, she must go and find them for me. I must know if Tien is alive. Safe. Sterling too.

      “Do you think…” Iris continues. “I mean she might be able…”

      “She? Who?” I ask, but read her expression. “Carys?” I practically spit.

      She nods.

      I lean back and fold my arms. “No. I’m not asking Carys for help.”

      “But if she could—”

      “If she could make a portal, I think she would have done it by now and left on her own.” I reach for another bite of pretzel, but my appetite is suddenly gone.

      

      “Queens don’t sneak out to ride their cabyll-ushteys in the dead of night,” Carys says.

      

      The food court dissolves and I’m back at the Raven Palace.

      

      “Aria, you could be killed,” Carys had said. “One wrong look and—”

      “Madseok would never hurt me.” She worries too much. I’ve been riding water horses since I was a youngling and I’ve never been eaten by one. “I’ve raised Madseok since he was a foal. He’ s not some wild cabyll-ushtey. He would never hurt me.”

      “He is still a water horse,” Carys muttered, but then straightened. “Well… I will be queen someday too. I could order you to stay here.”

      I laughed. “We are of equal standing, Carys. You cannot order me to do anything.”

      She smiled. “I suppose not.”

      I took her hand. “I suppose it’s a good thing we have no sibling rivalry between us. What was Papa thinking, naming us both the crown princesses?”

      “If a King and Queen can rule together…” Carys sang.

      “…then why not two sisters?” I finished.

      

      Wow. The way we sing-songed the phrase makes me think we used to say it all the time.

      

      My door creaked open.

      “Ah, Maeve,” I said, pushing my hair from my face and twisting it to tie back. “Did you perchance—”

      

      A sharp pain twinges in my chest. Maeve, my maid, my friend… is dead. She was killed in an attack that was my fault. Did she know who I was when Tien brought me to Faerie? I’m stunned, and nearly slip out of the memory at my surprise at seeing her. But I manage to ground myself and stay so that I might have just another moment with my old friend as she helps me into a riding coat.

      

      “Can you talk her out of her midnight ride, Maeve?” Carys asked, slumping onto my bed as Maeve worked on the buttons of my coat. “Aria won’t listen to me.”

      “I don’t see why Aria—why Her Highness would listen to me any more than the other crown princess, Your Highness.”

      Carys blew out a breath and stood. She dismissed the maid and took over dressing me.

      Maeve curtsied and left.

      

      I’m sad to see her go so soon, but it’s the look on Carys’s face that gives me pause. It’s curious. She looks… concerned?

      

      “Why are you so worried?” I asked. “You know this isn’t the first time I’ve taken a midnight ride with Madseok, and it won’t be the last.”

      She frowned. “Will Sterling be with you at least?”

      “Of course. Sterling always rides with me.”

      She lowered her voice. “Just… be careful.”

      

      My room fades, but I don’t leave it entirely. The lighting doesn’t change, so I know it’s past sundown, but it feels like a different day. I’m seated at my vanity with a maid behind me, braiding my hair.

      It’s Iris.

      I feel like she’s just told me something personal, but I can’t remember what it was. One section of my hair is already braided, and she is moving onto another section, so it’s obvious that this conversation has been going on for a bit of time.

      

      “But I must say,” Iris said. “That despite my initial resistance to being so connected with the crown princess, I feel like the tours and our conversations have been worthwhile.”

      “I agree.”

      “I feel like I am part of something bigger when I travel with you as a companion and trusted advisor.”

      “You are my trusted advisor,” I said with a smile.

      

      That confirms the snippet of memories that flooded me when I first saw Iris in human form. That she had been traveling with me around Faerie in support of something. Maybe this is more of a clue about what that was.

      

      “I think I’d enjoy a position as a companion and advisor and maid to the future High Queen.”

      “It’s settled then! You will be my official personal maid, my companion.”

      

      She said something about being a seamstress and tailor of the court, too. It’s clearly something that means a lot to her.

      

      “What bothers you?” Iris asked when she tied off the last braid. “I mean, besides your father dying. You seemed frustrated or anguished about something else.”

      “Do you already read me so well?” I asked, and we moved to my sitting room, settling on the cushioned chair and loveseat.

      

      I complained to her about the king’s funeral. It’s strange that my mouth moved and spoke about things that I obviously knew, but I feel like I’m learning information for the first time. It’s a strange sensation.

      The touring we did was to get support to help the full fae. By taking away the magic of the full fae, we were killing Faerie, and it needed to be stopped in order to save it. And just because historically, the full fae treated the star fae unkindly, didn’t mean that the star fae should return the injustice.

      Then… I told her that Carys was our opposition. My sister was of the same mindset as our father and would be our greatest obstacle for change.

      

      “Sterling told me to stand down and let Carys do the heavy lifting of ensuring our rule,” I said.

      “Sterling said that?” She seemed surprised.

      “Don’t blame him. He thinks if we can’t secure the throne, we won’t have the power to make those changes.”

      “I’m afraid he’s right.”

      “I know he is.” After a moment of silence, I said, “It cannot wait. We have to act sooner.”

      But you just said—”

      “We must do something now.” I’m on my feet and pacing with hands behind my back.

      “Can I speak without repercussions?” Iris asked.

      I stopped pacing. “Of course! You are my trusted confidante and advisor now!”

      She stood and wrung her hands together. Her face twisted and twitched slightly with anxiety.

      I assured her it was safe to speak and ensured she could trust me.

      “Do you think it is wise…” she spoke slowly. Each word was practically its own sentence. “…For two sisters to share a throne?”

      

      Wait. The words blur together as Iris and I talk. I was adamant that Carys and I were always supposed to rule together. I believed that we could make it work. Carys and I planned to rule together our entire lives.

      But I can feel the way my worldview shifts, and I realize that the way Carys wants to rule and treat the fae and the way I do… are vastly different.

      If we did not agree on how to rule, then how could we peacefully rule together?

      That thought comes with a terrible realization that I can feel before I voice it.

      

      “Why would anyone put me on the throne instead of my sister? When Carys has been attending meetings and gaining favor with high-born and influential fae, earning their respect and trust while attending political meetings and learning economics, I’ve been riding cabyll-ushteys and frolicking through the woods with Sterling Firetail.”

      “Well, there is one thing,” Iris said. “Rumors around the palace say that Queen Silver herself is coming to court.”

      “How could she help?”

      “She’s full fae.”

      It finally clicked. “If I talk to Queen Silver while she’s here and make her my ally… And I get the other court royals on my side as well...” I glanced at Iris. “With their help, I could solely take the throne to save the full fae and Faerie.”

      “And since they want what you want…” Iris said.

      “It would be logical for them to join with me. And if I succeeded, I’d have the power to take the throne… and change things.”

      It was the best and only way to save Faerie.

      I had to become the only High Queen of Faerie.

      

      I snap back to the food court at the mall. Iris still sits across from me with wide eyes and lifted eyebrows.

      I wave a hand and shake my head, looking around me to see if anyone else noticed my trance. As predicted, not a single person is looking our way. My flashbacks must be quicker than they feel. “I’m fine. I keep getting these flashes of my memories returning.”

      She visibly relaxes. “Which memory?”

      I lean back and twist my hair tighter. “There were two. The first was Carys being concerned about my safety riding Madseok.” Speaking my water horse’s name leaves a bitter taste in my mouth. It still hurts that Carys took him away from me, but the memory also showed me that she took herself away from me too. We are sisters and we loved each other.

      “And the other?”

      “The other was with you.” I lean forward, resting my elbows on the table, and look down. “We were discussing…” I flip my hair behind me and tear at my pretzel as the feelings of that memory threaten to overpower me. “You were telling me it might not be wise for both of us to rule.”

      Iris doesn’t respond.

      “Carys might’ve betrayed me,” I continue. “She might have sent me to the human world and wiped my memories and everyone else’s, but… I was planning to betray her too.”

      “Look, if I had known—”

      “The past is in the past. And who knows, she might have betrayed me whether I planned to do it too or not. It just made me realize that maybe… maybe I should ask for her help.”

      “Yes…” Iris says. “I know you don’t trust her, but Your Highness—Aria, there’s not a moment to waste. She could be the key to getting back. We should locate her now, we should—”

      “Iris, no.” I take a breath.

      “But I thought—”

      “Iris, you said you could go back to Faerie with no problem.”

      “I did.”

      “You need to go back,” I say. “I’ll talk to Carys, but I need you to look for them—” My voice breaks and I close my eyes, then press my fist against my chest as a wave of pain washes over me.

      “I don’t understand… who—”

      “Tien,” I say. “Tien and… and Sterling.” I open my eyes.

      Iris’s expression is stoic.

      “But Tien first,” I say, remembering that she might have feelings for Sterling. “I don’t think Queen Silver would hurt Sterling, but Tien was lured into a trows’ lair before—”

      “I’ll find him,” she says, then stands.

      My throat constricts and my eyes prick, so all I can do is nod as Iris grabs her drink and walks away.
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TIEN

        

      

    

    
      It’s time. The trows have returned with their kills and will soon pick up their fiddles to begin the dancing and then the feast. I’ve positioned myself so it’s only a few steps toward their piles of food.

      I cannot hesitate. In one quick movement, I rush forward, snapping the end of one of the arrows and concealing it in the waistband of my threadbare trousers while simultaneously gripping a chunk of raw meat.

      I’m instantly discovered.

      The Big One stomps over and kicks me square in the chest, surely cracking some ribs and sending me sprawling on my back. I struggle to regain my breath with the wind knocked from my lungs.

      As I recover, I feel the tip of the arrow jabbing into my side. My plan worked. The Big One only saw my attempt to steal food.

      Shouting loudly, the Big One orders several others to pick up their fiddles to start the dance as punishment. My raw feet protest, but I have no control over them or my body that picks itself up and moves. As the hypnosis of the strings clouds my mind, the sharp jabbing of the arrow pressed against my side keeps me just aware enough that I can’t help but smile.

      I’ll escape once the music stops.
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        * * *

      

      Laying in a reclined position against the dirt wall, I’ve mastered the blank look of thinking and feeling nothing after the torturous dancing ends. Even as my big toe throbs with a fresh injury and warm blood slowly runs down the length of my foot.

      Keeping my expression neutral, I slowly pull the arrow tip from my waistband and ignore the increased thudding of my heart. I brace myself for what must be done. Without the hypnotizing magic of their fiddles, the trows are nothing. Their small, gray, wrinkled bodies, are weak. Their hooked noses and black eyes are ugly but powerless. The only thing keeping me prisoner are my untenable ears that routinely fall under their spell.

      But no more.

      Lifting my left hand clutching the pointed tip, I decide to deafen the ear positioned away from the feasting creatures first. As soon as they notice what I’ve done, it’ll be too late, and I’ll be walking out of their hellish lair.

      In one swift motion, I shove the arrowhead into my ear. Lightning-like pain explodes and radiates up along my skull and down the nerves in my neck. My eyes water, but I keep them open. Staring. Unfocused as I push the broken shaft further, damaging everything the arrow can reach. Warm blood fills my ear as if I’ve gone underwater and I feel it drizzle down the side of my neck. A loud, high-pitched whine sounds for several seconds before everything silences.

      I stop. Then slowly pull out the weapon and listen. The only sounds I hear are coming from my right.

      It worked.

      One more ear, then I can escape. It’s a hefty price to pay for my freedom, but I’m willing to pay it.

      I switch the bloody arrow to my other hand and glance at the trows enjoying their feast. Their eyes are on their food. They have noticed nothing.

      Taking a deep breath, I lift my right hand, but feel sharp claw-like jabs dig into the meat of my shoulder. Reflexively, I jerk and drop the arrow, but the motion sends another fiery, piercing pain that spreads like lightning fractals across the side of my head. It causes my eyes to water and my vision to blur with the fluttering of shadows. The sensation in my shoulder eases, but when I can finally see the source, I push myself further away, scraping my arms on the dirt wall behind me–and causing another explosion of pain.

      It wasn’t claws that gripped my shoulder. It was talons.

      A morrigu.

      The last time I was face to face with a morrigu, Aria and I had stumbled onto an entire unkindness of them and were attacked. A healer fixed my wounds, but the memory of hundreds of raking talons hasn’t faded and makes my skin prick.

      Despite my weakened state, I recognize the red-tipped wings of this one.

      Aria’s raven. Iris.

      Instinctively, I move my body to block her from the view of the feasting trows. Shifting from defensive to protective in an instant. “What are you doing here?” I hiss, but it sounds like a croak and even though I know she can’t answer, I can’t help but ask, “Where’s Aria?”

      Something falls from her black beak and lands softly in the dirt beside me. She nods at the ground, but it’s just a couple of pearl-colored petals. Lifting her wings, she flutters them and opens her mouth, but doesn’t make another sound. She nods her beak at the discarded petals again.

      I examine them and understand. I’ve heard rumors of the Silent Petal flower. It only grows on the star island, Calliope, but if placed in the ear, the petals will adhere to the skin and block out all sounds. Much better than dirt and animal fat.

      Too bad she didn’t arrive a moment sooner.

      I lift the petals and put one in my right ear and the world silences completely. I can’t even hear the beating of my heart, or my shallow breaths. There’s also a sense of serenity and calm, another essence of the flower that mutes fear.

      I lift the other petal to place in my ruined ear, but don’t wish to increase the pain. Besides, I think I was thorough in my damage to it and so crush the delicate petal in my hand.

      Then… I push myself to my feet… and fall into the side of the wall, scraping my forearms. Somehow, whenever the music of the fiddles began, I had ample strength and endurance to dance for hours. But now, when it’s of my own volition, weakness rules.

      I catch myself before I crash to the ground, pressing my shoulder hard into the wall to keep myself upright, but it draws the attention of the trows who shout—though I can’t hear it—and scramble to grab their fiddles. I suck in a breath, not quite trusting that the petals will work despite the silence, but when the creatures drag bows across strings, beginning another frenzied dance with their captives, I’m no longer a prisoner to their tune.

      I’m free.

      Iris flaps her wings and stalks toward the trows as they approach us, so I muster strength to put one foot in front of the other, pushing myself toward the exit. But I’m not quick enough. The trows quickly overtake my progress and several claw themselves up my back. The weight causes my knees to buckle. I crash to the ground while bony feet stomp along my shoulders and spine.

      Pain explodes inside my head as my ear is struck again and again as the hellish creatures try and fail to find whatever blocks the sound. But when they reach for the other ear, the one with only a flower petal, Iris joins in the fray and claws at the faces and hands of the trows. She pulls a few of them off me and I manage to clap a hand over my good ear. But Iris’s efforts are like digging a hole in dry sand. Every scoop causes more sand to fill in the hole.

      The weight of the trows increases but pin my hand against my good ear so I’m no longer in danger of having the petal ripped out. When my vision clears momentarily as the trows scramble on top of me, I realize that the raven has fled.

      Iris is gone.

      And I’ve been left to die.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com







            Chapter Seven

          

          

      

    

    

OceanofPDF.com






ARIA

        

      

    

    
      I can’t wait until tomorrow to talk to Carys, but it’s not a far stroll from the King’s house to the group home where she’s staying. When I get back from the mall, I take my time walking over. I need to think about what I’m going to say to her. How I intend to ask for her help.

      But in all the time it takes to walk to the group home, knock on the front door, and be led up to Carys’s room—after explaining that I’m not Carys though I look identical to her—I come up with nothing.

      “Aria!” she says, when I walk into the small bedroom.

      The queen gestures that I sit on the cedar chest sitting against one wall while she perches on the bed with one leg crossed in front of her, and the other dangling from the mattress.

      I remain standing.

      “What’s brought you here?” she asks, a little too enthusiastically, but reads my expression and wipes the premature joy from her face.

      Maybe this was a mistake. Maybe I can find my way back on my own. Seeing her just reminds me of all the time we spent in the Raven Palace—her pretending that I was just some human and not her blood—and how we pretended to be each other. Why didn’t she just tell everyone the truth then? I mean, I was back! Why keep up the farce and sneak around like only she existed? Like only she mattered in our world.

      And I’m reminded of how she pretended to be me when she was with Sterling and Tien…

      I open my mouth, ready to excuse myself, when the memory of Tien being lured away by the trows’ fiddles invades my thoughts.

      “I need to get back,” I say, then shift the shadows around my face to appear more commanding. I’ve been practicing, and I’m getting good at using shadows to my advantage.

      Shadows… they’re not a summer fae trait. But I cannot think about that now. Get home first.

      “Yes, we—”

      “Tien and Sterling are trapped. You must help me save them.”

      Carys stands and walks around me to the still open door, then shuts it gently before turning back to me with open arms. “I’ve tried to get back, Aria. But whatever Queen Silver did, she blocked my ability to open a portal to leave.”

      I narrow my eyes and fold my arms. If it had worked, was she going to just leave me here? Again?

      “I would have told you if I was successful,” she says, reading my expression. “But would you have listened?” She walks back to the bed and sits on the edge.

      “I’m listening now.”

      “Does that—”

      “I need your help to get back, Carys,” I say. “Because I cannot get back on my own. My memories were erased, remember?”

      “Aria, if I could take it back, I would. I never should have—”

      “No, you shouldn’t have. But you did.” I fist my hands at my sides and clench my jaw. I will not cry. “And now you must help me.”

      Carys merely nods, then gestures that I should sit again. “I might have an idea.”

      I walk toward the cedar chest near the wall to accept her invitation to sit, but mostly because I wish to hide the relief on my face. She has an idea. Part of me is frustrated that I didn’t come to her sooner, but I’m here now.

      Carys sits on the bed again with one leg hitched up. “When a fae commits an especially heinous crime—particularly one that threatens the high court—they’re either sent to The Gray dungeon or exiled to the human realm.”

      “After their magic is stripped?”

      “Yes. Perhaps we can find one here who might help us back.”

      “But the human world is massive compared to Faerie. And even if we miraculously found an exiled fae, wouldn’t they have the same issue as you—as us?” I ask. “They won’t be able to get back?”

      “Finding them won’t be the issue. There are ways to lure out the exiled fae, and yes, you’re right about no magic.” She smiles. “But there is one way to get around it.”

      I sit straighter.

      “The fae who doled out the sentencing, and was the authority who stripped the magic, can restore it.”

      My jaw unhinges.

      “Most of the sentencing and magic-stripping was done by the king, by our father, but there was one that I handled.”

      I hold my breath.

      “And I’m confident I can find him.”

      “Why can’t we just find a fae who wasn’t exiled?” I ask. “That seems like the better option than this billion-to-one chance that we’ll find the one fae you handled.”

      Carys stiffens.

      “What? Why is that wrong?” I scowl. “Most of my memories are still gone, so you’ll have to explain it.” I don’t try to hide the look of resentment. “Why would it be a bad thing to find any fae who just happens to be in the human realm and ask them to help us?”

      “Because then we’d be at their mercy,” Carys says quietly. “We’d have to enter a bargain.”

      My throat tightens and I lose control of the shadows. I know the implications of entering a bargain. Perhaps even better than some fae.

      “By locating a fae who requires their magic to be restored in order to assist us, we already have something they want,” Carys says.

      “Their magic restored,” I say.

      “Precisely.”
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        * * *

      

      I hear a commotion down the hallway when I exit science class at the end of the day. Before I can even react and see what’s going on, Cassie sidles up to me and hooks her arm through mine.

      “Oh good. I thought it was you,” she says. “It’s really hard to tell you two apart sometimes.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask. “What’s—”

      “Why are you so… ugh!” a girl down the hallway says. I recognize her as one of the stuck-up cheerleaders. She’s surrounded by several of her posse radiating a confronting air against… Carys.

      Oh no.

      “She said something to Penny that sounded ridiculous,” Cassie explains. “Something about how she wouldn’t even deserve a position as a helper of a lady’s maid or something… I really don’t know what she was talking about.”

      I turn to Cassie but keep walking toward the chaos. “So… you heard her?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Yeah, I should’ve known it wasn’t you when she was spouting all this BS about being a fairy queen and nonsense. Penny must’ve roasted her, so she started making up all this crap.”

      “You really should watch who you’re talking to,” Carys shouts. “Or once I get back, I’ll send a bulbeggar after you to devour your toes in the middle of the night!”

      Penny lifts up a hand and shouts, “Stop! Just stop! Why are you so weird?”

      I release my arm from Cassie’s to grip Carys’s, and pull her away from the group.

      “Your sister has gone mental, Aria!” someone shouts. I don’t know how they decided we’re related, but I should have expected it, since we have identical faces.

      “Yeah, you’d better get her away before she really hurts someone,” another says, which is followed by laughter.

      I manage to pull Carys down a less crowded hallway and out one of the side doors.

      “What are you doing?” I ask. “You can’t just be telling people who we are!”

      Carys lifts her chin and folds her arms in a queenly stance I recognize. “What does it matter if we’re leaving soon anyway? These humans are nothing. The things I say to them are insignificant.”

      “Not while we’re here!” I pull my hair over my shoulder and pull the elastic out of my twist and wrap it around my wrist. Then I anxiously comb my fingers through my tresses. “We should stay under the radar, pretend to be humans until we can get back. What if it takes us a long time? What if you can’t find the fae you exiled?”

      What if we’re stuck here forever?

      Carys steps closer with her eyes widened and leans forward. “I’ve already found him.”

      The wind escapes my lungs, and my pulse quickens. “Really? Already?”

      “Yes, I left after we spoke and requested a meeting,” she says, waving a hand. “I only came back to convince you to come with me.”

      “That’s fantastic,” I whisper. Finding it hard to speak with no air behind it. Dividing my hair into two sections, I twist it again.

      “It is. We might be back in Faerie… tonight. Come with me. If he agrees to take us back immediately, I don’t want to come looking for you.”

      I replace the elastic around the end of my hair and nod.

      The meeting with Carys’s contact is just down the street from the school at a convenience store. It seems like an odd place to meet a creature of Faerie, especially since it’s always busy with high school kids on their way home from school, but I don’t question it.

      When we walk into the store, the bell on the door dings. The aisles are already crowded with teenagers browsing the candy aisle, filling fountain drinks, and grabbing salty snacks.

      “Is your contact here?” I ask Carys, but she doesn’t respond. “Well, just look around and act like you intend to buy something,” I whisper, taking charge and plucking a white rose wrapped in cellophane from a bucket filled with different colored roses on the floor. After all, I know more about blending in the human world than she does. “We don’t want another incident like at school.”

      But Carys doesn’t seem to hear me because the Queen of Faerie marches right to the back near the drink coolers and folds her arms in obvious impatience.

      I follow her.

      “Why isn’t he here?” she asks, craning her head to look around. “We agreed that we’d meet promptly after the human school hours ended. He should be here—”

      “Your Majesty,” a scratchy voice says behind us. We turn to face a boy who looks about our age, with angry acne and spiked hair. His eyes widen when he takes us both in. “Y-Your Highness,” he bows low to both of us.

      I nervously glance around the crowded store, hoping no one is seeing this interaction that is so out of place in a gas station in the human world.

      “Perhaps we should take this conversation elsewhere?” I ask. “Somewhere a bit more… private?”

      “Seriously, Aria,” Carys hisses in my ear. “I told you, in a few hours it won’t even matter.”

      “My message is quick,” the squeaky boy says, and I realize his glamour is weak. I’m beginning to see through it. His face is still full of angry welts, but his eyes also bulge and long, pointed ears hang to his shoulders. I have no idea what he is, but his appearance sends a jolt of residual neraidaphobia—fear of fairies—through me like a chill.

      “What do you mean, your message is quick?” Carys says. “You are not the fae I exiled. Where is Eglil? Why hasn’t he come?”

      The fae bows low. “Eglil said he’d rather jump from a cliff than help High Queen Carys with anything.”

      From my peripheral, I see Carys’s face tighten. I turn to her.

      She speaks through gritted teeth. “You tell Eglil that I demand an audience.” Carys steps forward and pokes a rigid finger firmly against the fae’s ribcage with such force that I see the small wince of pain on his pock-marked face.

      I also notice a few groups of teenagers witnessing this tension-filled exchange.

      “Carys—”

      But she ignores me. “Or else when I do get back to Faerie—and I will—I’ll send two dozen hellhounds snapping at his door.”

      The fae’s smile is forced. Pained. “Eglil thought you might say something like that.”

      “And?” Carys lifts an eyebrow and straightens her back.

      “He jumped off a cliff.”
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      The petal miraculously stayed put in my ear as the trows beat me into unconsciousness. I was only out for a moment, but it was long enough that they were satisfied and left me alone to torture their other prisoners. Perhaps assuming I was dead.

      It should come as a relief, but I’ve been here long enough to know what they do with the dead. They pull them deeper into the bowels of their cave system to the furnaces. I must get out before that happens.

      I only knew the petal remained, when through my swollen eyelids, I saw the motion of enthusiastic dancing that could only happen with the pull of the magic. And I’m not dancing.

      I suppose I could be dead, but I never imagined death would be so painful. I’m not dead, but I also can’t move. I can only lay on the hard dirt and watch the others dance, praying to Vejo that it lasts long enough so I can regain some strength and come up with a plan.

      But the longer I watch, the weaker I feel, and the more pain wrenches through me. I shut my eyes, feeling the exhaustion pull at my consciousness. Perhaps if I sleep for just a little bit…
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        It was a mere sliver of pain when the leaves of Autumn fell and Spring cherry blossoms withered.
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        * * *

      

      For a brief moment, I fear for everyone present in that convenient store. But Carys is in such shock that after the fae scurries away—back to whatever hole he came through to talk to us—I pay for my white rose and lead her outside and up the street before she returns to her senses.

      “We’ll figure out another way,” I say, pulling the cellophane to free the flower.

      “Another way? How do you propose we find another way, Aria?” Carys words are filled with frigid anger, devastation, and frustration all rolled into one icy blast. “If a fae who had nothing to lose other than his life wasn’t willing to help us, how can we possibly hope to find a fae who will?”

      “Perhaps not all who are in the human realm have a vendetta against you,” I snap, crumpling the plastic in my free hand, but try to keep my cool. What happened isn’t my fault, but I don’t appreciate her taking her anger out on me either. “Did you exile anyone else?” I toss the cellophane into a nearby garbage bin.

      “No.”

      “Then we’ll think of something else,” I say quietly, lifting the rose to smell it, then pull my phone from my back pocket to check the time. “And since we aren’t going back to Faerie right now, I need to get home to study for a test tomorrow.” I turn in the direction of home.

      “Study?” Carys scoffs.

      I whip around, causing one of the petals to fall. “Yes, study. There’s a French Revolution test tomorrow in history class.”

      “You were never studious when we were younglings,” Carys folds her arms.

      “Right.” I step toward her. “I was too busy running around with Sterling and riding dangerous cabyll-ushteys to do what I was supposed to.”

      She steps closer to me. “It was our duty as the crown princesses to learn how to rule. I took that seriously. You didn’t.”

      “Is that why you erased my memory and sent me here? Because I didn’t study enough?” I ask, tapping the rose against her collarbone. “Because I wasn’t good enough to be a princess?”

      “Ugh! No! Aria, I never should have done that.” She grips the hair at the top of her head.

      “You brought it up.”

      “It’s just… well, if you had done what I did, what father wanted us both to do, maybe you would have had more experience.” She takes the rose from me and lifts it to her nose, then lowers her voice. “Maybe you would have exiled some fae too.”

      “Well, I didn’t—” but I stop. That’s not exactly true.

      “What?” Carys asks, handing me back the flower.

      “When I pretended to be you, there was an attack on the Raven Court palace. I exiled the instigators. With Tien’s direction.”

      “And?”

      “There were three.”

      “That’s great!” Carys yanks my free arm and pulls me up the street. “We can use the—”

      “But we thought I was human!” I say, pulling from her grip and stopping again. “Yes, I exiled them while I pretended to be you, but Tien was the one who stripped their magic.”

      “What were their names?”

      “I told you, it’s just a dead end. I never should have brought it up—”

      “What. Were. Their. Names?” she asks with gritted teeth.

      I sigh. “Bane, Versus, and… and Glace.” I’ll never forget their faces. The way Bane, the black-winged, long-faced fae smiled so cruelly before all magic and color was leaked out of him. The memory of Versus’s agonized howl as he felt the absence of his winter magic still reverberates around my skull. I shudder.

      “I’ve heard of them. A night elf, werewolf, and vampire?”

      “But finding them won’t help. Tien was the one who drained their magic, not me.” I bite the inside of my cheek and close my eyes against the wave of dread and heartbreak at the mention of his name, followed by the rise of bile in my throat.

      “And Tien is stuck in Faerie,” Carys says, deflated.

      Gripping the straps of my backpack tightly, I wait until the wave crashes before opening my eyes. But my teeth remain clenched, and my throat tightens. But I must push through it and not allow my feelings to render me useless.

      A different sort of pain registers as I focus on the memory of that day. Glace’s face is the one that is most etched into memory. She didn’t know it was the captain taking their magic, so when she looked at me with those sinister red eyes and a scowl. She said, “Do your worst, My Queen.”

      I remember the horrible urge to strip the vampire’s winter magic myself—although I didn’t think I could—it was overwhelming and… deplorable. I’m ashamed that I wanted it so badly and wished that I could. I watched her ruby eyes fade to pink as the magic drained. She looked like she was going to be sick, but still managed to flash her teeth in one last expression of defiance.

      “We’ll figure out something else,” Carys says.

      Wait. “I didn’t know I could do it, and at the time I thought I imagined it, but I think… that I took away Glace’s magic!” I grab Carys’s arm at the revelation that I was even able to say it. “See! I can’t lie because I’m fae, so it must be true!”

      “Not exactly,” Carys says, lifting one eyebrow. “Sure, you might think it’s true, but that doesn’t mean it is.”

      “But I thought—”

      “We can’t lie, but if we believe something is true—even if it’s not—we can still tell an untruth.”

      My momentary hope disintegrates.

      “But it might be worth figuring it out,” she says, taking my rose again. “We’ll look for Glace in hopes that you were the one who took her magic.”

      “Unless you have another idea?”

      “I think it’s worth a try. Let’s just hope that she’ll help us.”

      My stomach sinks and I wonder if Glace will get us back to Faerie, or if she’ll prefer a cliff too.
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      An ear-splitting pain at being jostled, sending a lighting shock from my ruined ear across my skull, jerks me awake. Although I don’t think I ever slept. My muscles tense instantly.

      Are they dragging me to the furnaces? I wonder and flail my arms in pathetic defense.

      Fingers pull at my good ear, and the silence erupts into a cacophony of noise at the removal of the Silent Petal. But before I can protest or attempt to jerk the petal back, my mouth is covered by a small hand. Fortunately, I hear no whine of strings. The trows must be feasting or sleeping.

      “Don’t draw attention,” a female voice hisses, then the petal is shoved back into my good ear and the world quiets again.

      I turn to her and the recognition is instant. Red hair, colorless eyes. It’s Iris. But in her human form. I grip her shoulders.

      “What are you doing here?” I whisper, though I can’t hear the volume of my own voice. “They could pull you under their hypnosis! You should shift back into your raven form! This is too dangerous—”

      She silences me with a scowl, and a hand clamped over my mouth again. She tilts her head, and with her free hand, points at her ear. I see a crumpled petal shoved inside.

      Yes, it’s good that she blocked out the sound, but it’s still foolish for her to be here. I nearly say it, but she’s right. Arguing will only draw the trows’ attention.

      Iris removes her hand and looks in the direction of the trows. When she looks back at me, she beckons a hand. It’s time to go.

      I push myself upright, but my feet and legs protest and I crumple to the ground. My bulk is too much for her, but Iris slings my arm around her neck and manages to guide me down a narrow tunnel.

      I smell the rain before we can even see the exit. It reminds me of spring showers during training season with my soldiers. What a pathetic, weakling I am now. I hope a healer can restore me to my health and strength once I get out of this nightmare. But thinking of training and spring showers causes a memory to resurface. A memory of Aria before… well, everything.

      She and Sterling had been off with their cabyll-ushteys and she was returning to the palace covered in mud and saltwater. At the time she looked like a flighty, spoiled princess who cared about nothing but her own pleasures but seeing this memory through the lens of my feelings for her now, I realize all that time I was jealous.

      Not of riding cabyll-ushteys specifically—although I’d ride them forever if it means I’ll make it out of here and see her again—but of choosing a different path.

      Of course, I always wanted to be Captain of the Guard. It’s something I strived for since I was a youngling, but it was also in my blood. It was my path.

      My father’s father, Wyn Firetail, was the first Captain to King Orion, and my father would have been the captain for King North if he and Wyn had not been killed…

      But it was always my path.

      Being crown princess was Princess Aria’s destiny, but she chose another. Perhaps she had the freedom because she had a twin sister to carry the burden of their station, but I realize now that I was always envious that Aria created her own path.

      I squint at the light as we round the corner and can see freedom outside the trows’ mound.

      Except… there are three trows standing between us and that freedom.
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      When I wake up the next day, I’m groggy from my late-night study session of the French Revolution. In my defense, it was hard to concentrate as I wondered if Carys was making any progress locating Glace. But mostly because I couldn’t stop thinking about Iris and if she had found Tien yet. I hoped that by not hearing from her was good news, but it was hard to convince myself, knowing how unpredictable the speed of time is between the human realm and Faerie. I laid awake far too long, considering all the possibilities. Still, unlike Carys, I intend to keep up appearances in the human realm as long as I’m in it. Even though I didn’t get much sleep. We didn’t make it to Faerie yesterday, and there’s no promises we’ll make it back today.

      I get ready for school, tugging on my gray Star Wars Princess Leia sweatshirt—that ironically says, ‘Don’t call me Princess.’

      I don’t see Carys when I arrive at school, but after what happened yesterday, I don’t blame her.

      But the instant I sit down in English class, I wish I had stayed home. It’s difficult to concentrate on Chaucer and focus on instructions for the essay due next week, when I wonder if I’ll actually be here next week.

      I suppose I understand why Carys acted the way she did yesterday. Even if I don’t recommend it or intend to blow everything up.

      Thoughts of tracking vampire winter fae keep me so distracted, I don’t even realize I’m being cornered by Matt Green after class until it happens. My stomach drops uncomfortably.

      “Hey, Aria,” he says, falling into step with me. I continue walking. He wears a backwards baseball hat and his football letter jacket, but doesn’t need either to signal to anyone who he is.

      “Oh, hey, Matt.”

      “I wanted to ask you something.”

      If it’s the question Ian said he had for me, I don’t want to hear it. I don’t have the brain space or the energy for it. “How do you know I’m Aria and not Carys?”

      “The new girl?” He opens his mouth as if I’ve stumped him, but then says, “Lucky guess?”

      I cock an eyebrow at him.

      “You did answer to Aria, and you know my name,” he says, thinking quickly. “I’ve never talked to Carys.”

      “Not the stereotypical dumb jock,” I say mostly to myself, but get a mock-side eye from Matt.

      “I wouldn’t exactly call someone who couldn’t tell the identical twins apart dumb… but you two don’t make it too hard,” he says. “Your hair is always over your shoulder in that twisty thing.” He points at my hair.

      Impressive. Especially since Carys hasn’t been at the school long. She never wears her hair like mine. “Another point goes to Hufflepuff!”

      “Does that mean I’ve passed the test?” He turns in front of me to stop me and lowers his chin, willing me to look at him. “I wanted to ask you to the winter dance.”

      “I know,” I say, then close my eyes and clamp my mouth shut.

      “You know… does that mean… you’ll go with me?”

      “Look… Matt…”

      “I know you and Firell broke up. I planned to ask him if he was okay with me asking you, but he’s been well… MIA.”

      “Maybe you should wait then,” I say and duck to move away from him. “Ask him first.”

      He twists his hat around so the brim is shadowing his eyes before he says, “Do you think it will bother him—”

      “Aria, I need to talk to you,” Carys interrupts, grabbing my arm from behind. “Now.”

      Matt looks at me expectantly.

      “We’ll talk later?” I say.

      He nods, but doesn’t believe me. Then he leaves us.

      “I think I’ve found her,” Carys says when Matt mingles with the crowd ahead.

      My heart leaps into my throat. She’s found Glace? I steer her to the nearest restroom before asking, “Where is she? What did she say?”

      “Well… I know where a vampire is, but I haven’t approached them yet.”

      “How do you know it’s her?” I whisper, realizing we’re not alone. Kaylee, a cheerleader and friend of Penny, exited a stall and is checking her lip gloss in the mirror.

      “I don’t.” Carys quiets her voice too. “But there’s only one way to find out. We’d just need to borrow the human’s carriage-thing.”

      “It’s called a car,” I say, feeling my excitement deflate. When Kaylee flashes us a fake smile on her way out, I walk to the faucet and turn the tap on to drown out our words a little. One stall is still occupied.

      “What about that male you live with?” she says. “The one who goes to the school…” She snaps her fingers as if trying to remember his name. I know she doesn’t know his name.

      “Ian?”

      “Do you think Ian would let us borrow his car?”

      “Even if he did, I’ve never driven a car,” I say, wishing Sterling was here. He had a car and knew how to drive.

      “Do you think Ian would drive us?” she asks.

      I twist my mouth and place a hand on my hip. I don’t like the idea of my foster brother knowing anything about Faerie or my actual identity, let alone approaching a vampire and learning they are real, but I don’t know how to tell her that.

      “Do you know where this vampire is? Do you have a general location?”

      She pulls out a cell phone and opens the map app, then waves a hand. “It’s up that mountain thing. I think it’s in some forestry area?”

      “That’s perfect, actually,” I say, as a tiny girl I recognize from the debate team posters exits the stall and walks right out. I turn off the faucet now that we’re alone. “I’ll see—”

      Carys blocks me. “This cannot wait until after school, Aria. It’s imperative that we get back as quickly as we can.”

      “I know,” I say. “Meet me at lunch. I have an idea.”

      It wouldn’t be fair to use my knowledge that Matt Green is interested in me to get a ride, so I dismiss the idea the instant it crosses my mind. Besides, if I tell him he’s skipping classes to drive me and my sister to go hiking, he might insist that he join us.

      But Holly owes me a favor for not forbidding her from pursuing Sterling. It’s an unspoken thing, but she knows it as well as I do. Of course, she won’t have a chance to date him since he probably won’t be back in the human realm again—but she doesn’t need to know that.

      And I know she won’t want to join us for fear of ruining her shoes.

      “It’s this way,” Carys says from the back seat, pointing into the trees.

      Holly turns her Prius into the trail parking lot that’s filled with hikers and bikers. She gives me one last, I can’t believe you want to skip school to go hiking, look before she leaves us at the trailhead and drives away.

      Carys walks straight toward the trees, but if we don’t follow the herd, someone will notice. Especially with the wooden sign at the edge of the tree line that instructs hikers to stay on the path.

      “Carys, let’s go up the trail first,” I say, pointing behind us at the trailhead. “We’ll walk until we’re out of sight of the parking lot and other people, so we don’t get yelled at, then head in that direction.”

      The queen looks at me like it’s ridiculous to think that anyone would shout at her for going off the path.

      “We’re in the human world and we look like teenagers, remember?” I say. “We can’t do what you could do in Faerie without consequences.”

      “Yes, alright,” she says, clearly irritated at the constraints of being in the human world—again—but follows me to the trailhead.

      The air is scented with pine and dust, and I note that the other hikers are bundled with coats and gloves. I don’t feel cold in just my sweatshirt, but the temperature is certainly chilled. At least the path is dry.

      Huh… come to think of it, I was never really cold while I was traveling through the Winter Court either.

      We walk at a leisurely pace, allowing the bikers to ride past us and the hikers to put distance between us.

      When we reach a bend in the path and can’t see anyone ahead or behind us anymore, Carys pulls out the cell phone and we veer off in the direction the vampire should be located.

      “I didn’t know you could track vampires with a cell phone,” I say, as we push our way deeper into the forest. “And I thought vampires only came out at night.”

      “I used a tracking spell and borrowed this map-contraption from a human at the house I’ve been staying at. He showed me how to mark it for our use.”

      “Resourceful,” I say.

      “Do humans really think that? About vampires?”

      I shrug. “It’s in their lore. Their storytelling. In most stories, vampires burn or turn to ash if sunlight touches them.” I grin. “In some stories, they sparkle.”

      Carys doesn’t seem as amused by that as I am, but shakes her head. “Vampires prefer the cold since they’re winter fae. The Winter Court doesn’t see as much sunlight as the other courts, so I suppose it could be where that theory came from. And vampires have powerful shadow magic, so they can draw darkness around them at nearly any time. But they aren’t arbitrarily limited to darkness. They won’t die or sparkle if they’re out in the sun.” She gestures at the trees around us. “They enjoy forests too, since there are ample shadows to draw from.”

      We walk silently for several moments, but then Carys stops and draws her eyebrows together as she stares at the phone’s screen. Then turns around.

      “What’s wrong?”

      She shakes her head. “It’s close. It should—”

      Carys’s words are cut off.

      “What’s wrong—” I ask, but stop when I see the blade pressed against my sister’s throat.
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      Seeing us, the trows rush to their fiddles and begin their tunes.

      But we hear none of it, and with that knowledge, I’m imbued with strength.

      I move my arm away from Iris and stand of my own volition, smiling at the three infernal creatures who no longer have any power over me.

      Their mouths open and close in silent squawks and their faces contort with shock and anger.

      I walk slowly toward them, but Iris steps in front of me, stopping me, and raises both hands up.

      First, a sprinkling of dirt falls on the trows as the roof of the tunnel shakes. They glance up right as Iris’s decay magic darkens, then splits the ceiling with enough violence to cause it to crash down on top of them. We now stand at the mouth of the new, much larger, entrance into the trows’ lair.

      When I crawl up and over the rubble out into the open, the sky is pouring rain. It drenches my hair and threadbare clothing instantly. It washes the dirt and mixture of caked mud and blood from my feet and my hands and arms. I lift my face to the sky, reveling in the feeling of finally being cleaned. I scrub my hands over my face, but the tug at my sleeve forces me back to the present and I jerk to face the army of trows that pour from the mound.

      My body is weak, but I can’t be stopped from reaching into the Urozen to pull out my gold blade, Lament, now that I am outside their lair.

      In one motion, I cut down three trows and suddenly facing them is as easy as escaping an army of butterflies. After I’ve felled only ten, they retreat back into their mound with gray tails between stubby legs.

      I keep a tight grip on Lament.

      Once they’ve disappeared underground, my weakness returns, and I crumble to the ground with my golden blade still clutched in my hand. But Iris won’t let me sit. She pulls me to my feet, and we pass by the place I last saw her. Aria was frantically pulling shadows to block her ears and the queen’s and I cannot fathom why I didn’t see it before. Why I never noticed that she was also a royal destined for the crown. How I failed her for not seeing it. How I…

      I turn toward Iris and move to pull the silent petal from my ear—I must learn what became of her. If Iris found me, perhaps she knows what happened to Aria—but she shakes her head and mouths, “Not yet.”

      She guides me into a small copse of trees, where I hope she plans to allow me to rest, but concealed there is a piebald mare with streams of water drizzling down its long, orange mane. Iris pushes me to mount her. It takes significant effort to pull myself up onto her back, but I manage and slump into the saddle.

      Iris walks ahead, pulling her by the reins. I still don’t release Lament. It’s a comfort to keep the sword in my grip.

      The rain endlessly pours from the sky as we put distance between us and my former hell.
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        But the scars of bone white forests and bare fields cause such a deep ache, it’s become difficult to breathe.
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        * * *

      

      The glint of the knife against Carys’s neck steals my breath. Then, pink eyes peer around her shoulders, revealing the holder of the knife behind her. I would recognize her anywhere. Her betrayal that led to so many deaths, including my dear friend, Maeve. And the punishment she faced for it. The magic stripping and exile she and her cohorts faced will forever be branded in my mind.

      “It’s unwise to be out here without your guards, Majesty,” Glace hisses.

      “Oh good. You know who I am,” Carys says steadily, even as the metal burns her. The skin around the blade is an angry red. I’m awed that she can keep so calm through the pain. “My sister and I have been looking for you.”

      Glace looks at me and her grip on the knife slips.

      But it’s enough for Carys to slap it away into the trees.

      Glace moves to retrieve her weapon, but Carys darts in front of her, blocking her way and lifts her hands in surrender. “We didn’t come to hurt you. We want your help.”

      The vampire scoffs. “You want my help? After what you did to me?”

      “That was me, actually,” I say, lifting a hand.

      She looks at me, then back at Carys. “What is this? Are they cloning you now?”

      “I don’t know what cloning is, but she is what I said,” Carys says. “Aria is my sister. My twin.”

      Glace looks at me again and squints her eyes in distrust. But then her face changes as if she’s remembered something. “Princess Aria,” she whispers. Then points to Carys. “The crown princesses.”

      She remembers.

      I inhale as she approaches me. “It was you.” The vampire aims a finger at my chest. “You were pretending to be her.” She points at Carys. “Why?”

      “It’s a long story,” Carys says.

      But I give her the Cliffs Notes version.

      “Vicious.” Glace grins with all her pointed teeth, then turns back to Carys. “But who doesn’t love a good story of family drama, especially in the royal court.” She tilts her head. “So, what prompted the high queens to seek out an exiled vampire? And more importantly, what are the high queens doing in the human world? And without guards?” She lifts an eyebrow. “Where’s the captain? Or is that a long story too?” she laughs.

      My throat tightens.

      “We’re not here to tell stories,” Carys says, drawing Glace’s attention to her.

      “We’re here to make a bargain,” I say.

      Glace turns back to me, moving so quickly my eyes can’t follow her movement and she’s suddenly inches from my face. “Why should I make a bargain with you?”

      I stare right back. Once upon a time, I would have shrunk away from the dangerous vampire. I used to be severely afraid of faeries. Funny, since I am one. I wonder if that fear was part of the memory wipe and exile. If so, it should have been a clue. Especially when it vanished as quickly as shadows do when hit by light. I didn’t fear Sterling when I learned he was a fae. And the moment I woke up in Faerie, the phobia was magically gone. Well… after I puked.

      I imagine that’s why my memories are returning more quickly and why Glace immediately remembered me when my name was mentioned. The best way to push through the shadow magic is to push through it, to illuminate it and reveal the truth. Once that process begins, the shadows quickly disappear.

      “It will be worth your while,” I say.

      “How has it been living in the human world without your magic?” Carys asks, goading her.

      Glace snaps at her, letting out a high-pitched bark, then clacks her pointed teeth together.

      Carys holds both hands up and smiles. She’s amused at the vampire’s reaction. “Does that mean you might consider something that could restore it?”

      Glace keeps her teeth bared at my sister. “You can’t do that.”

      “I can’t, but she can.” Carys points at me, bringing Glace’s attention back to me.

      “Well… I might be able to,” I say. “It’s not a guarantee, but—”

      “It’s likely.” Carys walks closer with her back straight and her chin high. She’s in her element. “What do you say? If Aria returns your magic, will you do something for us?”

      Glace’s eyes narrow. “What do you want?”

      “Open a portal so we can get back to Faerie.”

      “That seems like a waste of a bargain,” the vampire says. “You’d be willing to restore my magic, so I can open a door? Why don’t you turn the knob and do it yourself?”

      I turn to Carys. Her lips press together for a moment, but then cool ice lights in her blue eyes. “You are not in a position to question your queen. Do we have a bargain?”

      Glace stares at Carys. Studying her. I’m impressed at how well my sister keeps her composure together. But I imagine it’s because she’s had ample practice.

      The expression on Glace’s face tells me she doesn’t see anything amiss on the queen’s face, but when she turns to look at me—the one who can’t remember if she’s had practice controlling her emotions and only recently learned she was part fae—a smirk rises. “You can’t do it yourself.”

      “That’s not—” Carys starts.

      “Why else would you make a bargain that is so obviously for my benefit?” She looks back at Carys. “Why can’t you open the portal yourself?”

      “Because your queen whisked us to the human realm and locked the door,” I say. I’m not sure it’s the right thing to admit when we’re trying to get what we want, but skirting around the issue won’t get us anywhere either, and we’re running out of time. “If I can restore your magic, will you open it so we can get back?”

      “Why should I defy something my queen did?” Glace asks. “Better for everyone if the two of you—” She points at us in succession. “Are stuck here so Queen Silver can claim the high throne.”

      “But it’s not better for you,” I point out. “You’re stuck here too.”

      “My queen—”

      “Does your queen even know you’re here?” I ask, then amend my words. “Of course she knows. She sent you and Versus and Bane to attack the Raven Court palace, but I’m betting she didn’t care that you were caught and punished.”

      Glace’s bravado slips. Her arrogance falls.

      “If so, she would have found a way to bring you back.”

      “I imagine my queen couldn’t defy the high court,” she argues.

      Carys and I share a glance before looking at the vampire again.

      “She’s defied it now,” Carys says. “By sending Aria and me here, she’s declared a war on the high court.”

      I step toward her. “Queen Silver isn’t coming for you.”

      “You were expendable to her,” Carys adds.

      “We are your only chance.”

      Glace looks between us. She looks conflicted—which is good for us—then resolved. “If you restore my magic, all I must do is open a portal. Is that correct?”

      “Immediately,” I say, knowing a bargain must be specific.

      Glace lifts an eyebrow. Carys looks impressed.

      “You must open a portal, immediately,” I say, then glance at Carys. “That leads to the portal in the Spring Court.”

      Glace sighs, then says, “If you restore my magic, I will open a portal to the Spring Court immediately.”

      I keep my eyes on her. “Yes.”

      Glace lifts her chin. “I want to add to it.”

      “That isn’t—” I start.

      “What do you want?” Carys lifts a hand and stops me.

      “I want my exile ended. And I want Bane and Versus’s magic restored, and their exile ended.”

      “Aria didn’t take their magic, so we cannot make any guarantees about restoring your friend’s magic, but consider the exiles of all three of you ended.” Carys says.

      I think she’s giving away too much, but if this is our ticket back to Faerie, I suppose she’s weighing the risks.

      “Do we have a bargain?” Carys asks.

      “Yes. We have a bargain.”

      I walk toward Glace. I’m not exactly sure what I’m supposed to be doing, but hope it will come instinctually. Reverse of how it felt when I took it from her? Maybe?

      I move to stand in front of the vampire who could easily pass for a human, aside from her pointed teeth, and look her straight in the eye. Remembering that day when I sat on the throne that should have been mine, feeling like a fraud, I remember the humiliation and guilt I felt after the horrible attack on the palace that was entirely my fault. My stupid, ignorant, naïve trust of the winter fae who tricked me into letting them in the Raven Court like a freaking Trojan Horse. I remember watching the magic bleed out of her cohorts as Tien stripped them of their magic—and I pretended it was me. I remember the look on Glace’s face, as if she dared me to steal her magic too. As if she knew I wasn’t the one doing the deed because of cowardice or weakness.

      Then I remember the pull I felt, the hunger to take any power she had and watched with satisfaction as the color and the magic drained from her, leaving her a hollow shell of a vampire.

      I don’t want to give any of it back to her after remembering all of that, but I force myself to think of my responsibilities. What is happening in Faerie with Carys gone? With me gone. How are our siblings faring? Are the other courts trying to take advantage of our absence and already moving to claim the high throne?

      I think of Sterling, trapped in the Winter Court dungeon. In the cold. Behind the toxic iron bars. I wonder if he is hallucinating like I did.

      I think of Tien.

      I wonder if there is anything left of him to save—

      My eyes shut tight at the image of Tien dancing and dancing to his death. I can’t think of that. I can’t think of Tien. I can’t think of him dying one step at a time.

      Opening my eyes again, I imagine the magic Glace lost. It’s an intangible thing, but I think of it as a living, breathing essence that moves from the frozen grass beneath her feet, seeping through her boots and into her toes. It crawls up her legs and fills her veins with the iciness that has been absent since I stripped it from her. It spreads through her torso and floods into her arms and down her fingers.

      Glace lifts a hand and looks at it as if she can feel the magic coming back. Maybe it’s working. Maybe it’s not just my imagination. At this point there’s no stopping it from filling the rest of her, of turning her pink eyes red and darkening her already jet-black hair.

      A slow smile spreads across the now-red lips of the vampire, that widens into a sharp grin. Glace looks at both of us as if she’s about to pick her next meal.

      I want to step forward, to say something, to protest that she isn’t keeping her part of the bargain when she raises a hand. A quiet whoosh sounds, then an iridescent pearl-like surface appears that shimmers and ripples like a vertical pool of water. The portal is open. We can go back.

      Carys takes my arm before Glace can even think to close it now that her bargain is fulfilled and pulls me through.

      The late autumn afternoon is gone, and cherry blossom trees of the Spring Court are all around.

      I’m back.
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      The sun dips low and filters through the trees of the Autumn Woodland with a pale orange light. We’re still in the Autumn Woodland! In my weakened state, our trek is a sloth-gnome pace.

      It’s infuriating.

      “Perhaps we should stop and rest, Captain?” Iris asks again.

      I ignore her.

      “Or find a healer?” She glances at Lament, still gripped in my hand. “I could fly and find one. Once you’re healed—”

      “We must find out what became of Princess Aria and if she was successful in rescuing Sterling,” I say. “Now that my memories have returned, I know exactly what Queen Carys did to her.” I grit my teeth. “If Queen Carys betrayed her once, she won’t hesitate to do it again—”

      “Captain,” Iris snaps. “You can’t help anyone in the state you’re in.”

      I open my mouth to protest, but she’s right. My instinct tells me to first travel to the Raven Court. To speak with General Luto and devise a plan to find Princess Aria and the traitorous queen. To rescue my brother. But it will take ages at this pace and in my condition. It takes all my strength just to remain upright in the saddle.

      “We’re in the Autumn Court,” Iris says with a commanding tone. “My court. Let’s find a safe place for you to rest, then I’ll find you a healer. Once you’re healed, we can plan our next step.”

      My limbs grow heavier at the mention. There’s been no relief from the aches and sharp pains from my many injuries. Climbing down from the saddle to find a comfortable pile of leaves to rest my head sounds glorious.

      “Yes,” I say.

      Iris suddenly whips around, and I jerk my head to the left, frustrated that whatever she heard was silent to my deaf ear. The motion sends another shockwave of pain, but I clench my jaw against it and jump down from the horse with Lament raised in readiness.

      I drop my golden blade—instantly sending it back to the Urozen—when I see him.

      “How?” I choke.

      He marches toward me, catching my arm before I collapse in a heap.

      “What’s happened to you, brother?” Sterling asks.
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      Glace tumbles through the portal right after us. We stare at the vampire for several moments, each gauging what the others will do now that all bargains are fulfilled between us. When we don’t do or say anything, Glace rushes off through the trees, heading south—toward the Winter Court.

      With our shared enemy gone, it just leaves my personal one.

      I think she sees the fire in my eyes, because the first words out of Carys’s mouth are filled with faux remorse. “Aria, I—”

      “Don’t bother,” I say, waving a hand and walking in the same direction as the vampire.

      I haven’t seen Iris yet, but the trows’ mound was between Stardale and the Winter Court. Before I do anything else, I must learn if Tien is still alive…

      “The past is the past, Aria,” the queen says, catching up. All hints of even pretend guilt have vanished. “So I wiped your memories and sent you to the human realm.” She shrugs as if it was nothing. “It was a very little thing and very short-lived in the grand scheme of our existence. You must quickly get over it so we can move on and come together united. The Winter Queen—”

      “I must get over it?” I stop and whip to face her. “Carys, you took everything from me!” With both hands, I grip the top of my head. “You took my home, my family, my crown.” I drop my hands. “And worst of all, you took my memories. You took who I am! Who I was!” Tears of frustration prick my eyes. “Do you have any idea how lost I felt? How broken and alone I felt?” And how I still feel? I don’t add. I might know who I am, but I still feel like a human imposter. A nobody who once pretended to be a faerie queen.

      “Yes, well, you were plotting to do the same to me. I just beat you to it.”

      My mouth opens, then shuts. She’s not wrong, but I don’t remember the details. “I doubt my plans included memory wiping and exile.”

      I turn around and have to dodge a pink-blossom tree so I don’t smack into it.

      “Maybe it did?” Carys rounds the tree the other way and rushes to match my stride. “Once your memories have been fully restored, you’ll realize we are both at fault.” She moves until she’s in front of me, slowing my steps. “I’ve always been the smart one, the cleverest, the—”

      “Most ruthless?” I finish, and shove around her. I refuse to entertain this more. “The most heartless? The most fae-like?” I quicken my pace. There are more important things to worry about right now.

      “There’s no point in us squabbling like silly younglings, Aria. What’s done is done. You’ve returned, the shadow magic is fading, and now we can figure out how to rule together like Father and Mother always planned.”

      “I don’t think I can ever forgive you for what you did,” I say, thinking back to all the memories I do have of the queen. When she pretended I was a lowly human who had an identical face. When she treated me like a fun pet to have around. When she treated me like I was below her and should be thankful she didn’t murder me when she found out I was imitating her to help her. “This is not how family—how sisters—treat each other.”

      Carys lets out a loud sigh, then forces me to stop by gripping my shoulder and turning me to look at her. “It’s fresh for you now, Sister, but your hatred toward me will ease over the remaining centuries we have together.”

      I jerk back to break her grip and step backward.

      “Someday this will only be a memory of the missteps we had to endure in the beginning of our rule as high queens.”

      “But I am not a high queen,” I say with obvious resentment.

      “And we will remedy that as soon as we return to the Raven Court. We’ll have your coronation, then we can decide—together—what to do with the traitorous Winter Queen who sent us to the human realm.”

      “And how is that different from what you did to me?” I ask, resuming my brisk walk. “I can’t focus on any of that now,” I say, mostly to myself. “I have to find—” My voice breaks, but I won’t cry in front of her so I don’t finish the sentence.

      “The Raven Court is a long way to travel on foot,” Carys calls.

      I’ve done it before, I think bitterly. “I’m not going to the Raven Court.”

      “What? Where are you going? Aria, we must strategize the best way to get Sterling freed.” Her tone is incredulous. “We cannot march into the Winter Court again like we did before.”

      “I’m not going after Sterling either,” I say. “At least not yet.” Sterling might have been used for bait to entrap Carys and me, but he’s unimportant to Queen Silver beyond that. I’m sure of it. She likely threw him out or into her dungeon, but I doubt his life was ever at risk. First Tien. Then Sterling.

      The queen is finally silent. But only for a moment. “Wherever you’re going, it would be faster if we procured some transportation first.”

      I slow my steps. I cannot waste a moment, but she’s right. If I continue walking, Carys could take the time to find a horse or a carriage and overtake me in no time.

      “Let’s find a fae to help us with travel before going our separate ways,” she suggests.

      I turn around, considering. “Do you have someone in mind? At this point, we have no idea which fae are loyal to us—” I hate that I must lump Carys and I as one. But it’s unclear how many fae even remember who I am. “And which are loyal to Queen Silver?”

      She points behind her. “Baron Fross Meadowleaf lives in Rosewind. We can trust him.”

      I remember the name. I danced with the Baron at the revel shortly after beginning my imitation of Carys. The mention of him also scratches at another concealed memory. I’m unable to bring it to the surface, but I don’t feel comfortable with it. Until my memories fully return, there are very few fae I can trust.

      “Okay, so how do we find him without drawing attention?” I ask, glancing at the skies for Iris, but I see no ravens. “We’re not exactly wearing the right fae clothes.” I gesture at my Star Wars sweatshirt and jeans and the crimson knit sweater Carys wears. “And I’m certain both of our faces will be easily recognized by plenty of fae we shouldn’t trust.”

      “I am the high queen of Faerie,” Carys says, lifting her chin. “Every fae in the realm owes fealty to me. When we walk into Rosewind, anyone who tries to stop us is clearly on the side of Queen Silver and will face the consequences.”

      “Ha!” I laugh mirthlessly. “Do you hear yourself right now? You and I have both been prisoners of Queen Silver when plenty of fae knew we were… well, you. That didn’t stop her then!” I stomp toward her. “How do you know there aren’t hordes of spring fae who feel the same? How can we just waltz into Rosewind without fear of being spotted and betrayed?”

      She considers for a minute. I’ve struck something and she knows it.

      “Walking might take longer, but it’s safer than marching into Rosewind,” I say when she doesn’t immediately answer. “We should rescue Tien first.” I turn to—once again—continue my trek.

      “The captain was taken captive by trows, Aria!” Carys shouts, mimicking my earlier, incredulous tone. “Do you remember what trows are like? What they do?”

      “Yes, I know what trows are like. I was there, Carys!” I shout back, pretending I don’t understand her meaning. Refusing to. “Remember? I saved you from them.” I continue walking.

      “Yes, because if you hadn’t saved me, I would have been forced to dance until my feet were raw.” There’s a hitch in her voice I can’t ignore. It pulsates through my bones and shatters my tenuous optimism.

      I stop and turn back to her while the feeling of a sharp, iron knife twists painfully in my gut. I struggle to get air into my lungs. “Yes. I know.”

      She walks forward with slow, deliberate steps. “The trows revel in watching their victims suffer while dancing lively jigs to their deaths.”

      “Carys.” I try for confidence in my voice, but fail horribly. “I’m sure he—”

      “Your dear captain probably died of exhaustion or blood loss shortly after we were sent to the human world,” the queen says, stopping a few feet away. “There’s little hope—”

      “No.” I shake my head and pull at the ends of my hair. “He—”

      “Aria, Tien is dead!” Carys says with a hard d and the world crashes to silence. Even the birds pause their songs as if they know they have just heard the end. Because surely there cannot be a Faerie without Captain Tien Firetail. My ears ring and I stumble backward as my vision blurs and my head spins.

      Carys rushes to me to steady me. “I didn’t want to say it before because I thought you might not want to come back if I told you the truth,” she says. “But it is the truth.”

      She’s right. We’ve been gone for ages. It took us too long to get return. We spent too much time pretending to be teenagers. I spent too much time worrying about homework and keeping appearances and not going to a stupid winter formal dance. Too much time meeting so many dead ends, refusing to ask Carys for help that resulted in more dead ends until we found Glace.

      All the while, Tien has been trapped. Tortured. As strong and capable as he is, he’s just as star fae—as half-humanly mortal—as I am. It’s highly doubtful he survived.

      “On a positive note, I’m sure Sterling still lives. Queen Silver might have released him the moment she thought she got rid of us. He might be back at the Raven Palace as we speak.”

      Then why didn’t he come for us? I wonder and realize that truth alone is enough to know he’s still in the custody of the Winter Queen.

      “Which is all the more reason we should find speedy transportation and hurry back.”

      I hate that she’s right. I inhale several times before turning to face her. She tries but fails to hide the self-satisfied smile.

      “Fine. Let’s hope we find friendly fae in Rosewind,” I say.

      And once again, I’m forced to work with my enemy.
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      “Sterling?” I croak, still not believing that he’s standing in front of me.

      Sterling rushes to me with Iris on my other side. They help me off the path to rest in a patch of scratchy, yellowing grass.

      “What’s happened?” Sterling asks, hovering over me and looking at my wasted frame. “What happened to you?”

      “Trows,” Iris says. Her tone has changed. It’s no longer commanding like it was a moment ago, but submissive. Demure.

      Sterling looks at her and I can see him trying to piece together who she is.

      “Sterling, this is Iris,” I say. “Aria’s raven?”

      “Yes, I-I…” he stammers, still staring at her. Something has clicked, but he’s trying to hide it.

      “The shadow magic made us forget her too,” I explain. “Probably because of her connection to Princess Aria.”

      “Yes, well, now that you’re in the care of your brother, I should find a healer,” Iris says, standing. Neither of us stop her. She seems to want to get away from us, but she’s also right. Sterling is safe, but I still don’t know what’s became of Aria. The sooner I’m healed, the better.

      Iris takes a torn piece of the hem of my shirt—to find us once she’s located a healer—then she shrinks and sprouts black feathers, shifting into her raven. She lets out a loud kraa! then picks up the fabric with her beak and spreads her wings to fly.

      When she’s gone my brother turns back to me, the concern returned. “Trows, Tien? How did you survive it?”

      “I nearly didn’t.”

      “What were you doing?” He asks, assisting me to my feet. “How did you become trapped by them?” We don’t move far, but he’s found a thick tree for me to lean against, hidden behind a grouping of aspens.

      “We were on our way to rescue you,” I say, then explain how the queen, the princess, and I left Stardale to free him from the Winter Court. And how our carriage was trapped by a faerie ring. And then the trows.

      Sterling is silent as he soaks in my story. My eyes grow heavy and I’m about to move to a more horizontal position and sleep when he says, “How did we not see it?”

      My brother has settled next to me with his arms resting on his hitched-up knees.

      “What?”

      “Princess Aria,” he says. “How did we not know? We saw the resemblance of her to Queen Carys, but why didn’t we figure it out? I was in the human world with her, spending nearly every day with her for months!”

      My chest tightens at the memory of their former relationship. Even if it’s changed since then.

      “What did you hear while you were in the Winter Court?” I ask, changing the subject. I cannot dwell on the reasons I spent so much time with one who should have become the high queen and didn’t recognize her for who she was either.

      But I can strategize. While we wait for Iris, strategy is my most powerful weapon. My body is too badly broken, but now that I’m freed from the trows’ hypnosis, my mind has grown sharper.

      “What do you mean?” asks Sterling.

      “Did the guards say anything? Was there a distraction?”

      Sterling looks at me as if deciding whether I can trust him, then picks up a stick and breaks it between his fingers. “I saw nothing, Tien.” He looks up from the dirt at me. “I heard nothing. There wasn’t a distraction. I was just held in a room. Fed on a schedule. No one said anything to me.”

      Not good enough.

      “Think, Sterling!” I grip a fistful of my grimy hair, frustrated that my brother isn’t more observant. “There must be something!”

      “I wish I knew more, but I don’t,” he says, eyeing me warily. “Tien—”

      “Then how did you escape?” I grind my teeth.

      “Escape?” Sterling’s eyebrows shoot up in surprise. “I didn’t. She let me go.”

      “She… what?”

      “The Winter Queen let me go.”

      My jaw unhinges. Then I frown and clamp my mouth shut while I process his words. “She… let you go? Why?” But then horror fills in the gaps. “Maybe Princess Aria and the queen made it…”

      “And exchanged themselves for me?” The panic in Sterling’s voice is only a fraction of what I feel.

      When the pirates captured Sterling for the Winter Queen, Aria said she and Queen Carys had to go to the Winter Court or else they’d kill my brother. If Queen Silver let Sterling go, perhaps it means they sacrificed themselves in exchange for Sterling. I itch to stand, to get up and do something, but just the movement of my legs makes my entire body ache.

      “When did they release you?” I ask.

      “A few days ago, maybe?” He lifts his shoulders. “I was heading back to Stardale. I wish I knew more, but I don’t. Whatever happened, whatever reason they let me go, they kept me from knowing anything about it.”

      I pray to Vejo that Iris finds a healer quickly because as soon as I can stand of my own volition, I’m heading straight to the Winter Court.
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ARIA

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Many thought the forever bloom rose was the most beautiful flower, but there was a certain loveliness in the fleeting life of a mortal rose which bloomed for a short time, then withered and turned to dust.
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        * * *

      

      We skirt the edges of Rosewind to avoid detection and enter through the lesser used western pathway. It’s mid-morning and slightly chilly, but not uncomfortable. The sun warms my face as it peaks over the tops of the spring hovels and cottages. I arrange shadows around mine and Carys’s faces to obscure our appearance just enough to not be recognized by the few fae we pass.

      But the reality of my life crashes around me. I’m using shadows to disguise me and my twin—who is queen—and I’m walking through a town that might’ve inspired Tolkien.

      This is the realm I was born into.

      I’m not human—at least not entirely. But the human world isn’t my world. Convenience stores and Disney movies and microwave pizzas should be foreign and alien to me, while green-skinned siblings and cabyll-ushtey companions and shadow magic should feel normal and comfortable and familiar.

      It’s a strange feeling that I haven’t been able to reconcile yet. The instant I learned who I was, Queen Silver sent us away. All the time I remember in Faerie—that aren’t disorienting flashbacks—I thought I was an imposter in a foreign land. A nobody human who looked like a fae queen. Now I know it was all a lie. I was born here. I grew up here. And not just as any fae, but as a crown princess in the Raven Court. The High Court.

      The idea, or I suppose the truth, feels surreal. Unreal. Like I’ve stumbled into an intensely lucid dream. I hope that when my memories fully return, my home won’t feel like a place I don’t belong.

      But my daydream doesn’t last. When I see a fae wearing a navy-blue cloak walking in our direction, the hairs at the back of my neck rise. The fae’s gait looks female, but she’s obscured with a hood. No one else in Rosewind so obviously conceals their face.

      I slow my steps, but Carys pulls me forward.

      “It’ll look suspicious if we suddenly turn around,” Carys hisses. It tells me she’s on high alert too, but we continue walking forward.

      “Do you think it’s a winter fae?” I ask, adjusting the shadows more, but know I can only do so much dressed as a teenage human. The two of us stand out even with my efforts. “Why aren’t we running?”

      “Because we don’t want to draw attention if we’re paranoid for nothing,” Carys says.

      When we reach the edge of a building, Carys pulls me around it and into an apple orchard. The trees are an explosion of white blossoms. It would be ethereal and enchanting if I wasn’t worried about being stalked by one of the Winter Queen’s henchmen.

      “Keep walking,” Carys says, pulling me further into the trees, but I can’t help but turn back right when the fae passes the orchard. I must see whether she keeps walking or pivots to follow us. She keeps walking and I can breathe easier, but as if sensing being watched, she turns her head… and I see a younger version of myself in her face.

      An eruption of emotions nearly causes me to crumple to the ground. Shock and surprise. Relief and joy. Affection.

      Dropping the shadows, I pull from Carys and race toward her.

      “Geminia!” I cry.

      My younger sister does a double take, and her blue eyes widen when she sees me, recognition alighting her features. She stumbles into the orchard, looking at Carys, then back at me.

      “Aria?” Geminia says when we’re only a few feet away, removing her hood to reveal the golden, blonde hair that’s the exact shade as mine and Carys’s. “How?”

      “What are you doing here, Geminia?” Carys asks, putting on her queenly facade immediately. “Are you alone?”

      I scowl at Carys. This is our sister. Not one of her subjects or servants.

      But Geminia isn’t affected. “No.” She looks behind her, but she hasn’t been followed. “Piz and Atlas are with me. We’ve been looking for you.”

      I realize I reached out for her hand and I’m gripping it as she speaks. I don’t remember doing it, but she doesn’t mind or let go.

      “How did you find us?” I ask.

      “Tracking spell,” says Carys, answering before she can. I hear concern in her voice.

      Geminia nods. “But we’ve been looking for weeks. We were in Herdan when it finally led us here.” Tears fill her eyes, and I can’t help but wrap an arm around her. Pulling her close. “Where were you?” she asks. “Where have you been?”

      “The human realm,” I say, gesturing at our clothing while keeping a firm arm around her shoulders.

      “It was a trap. When we went to save Sterling, Queen Silver ejected us from Faerie,” Carys explains.

      “But we’re back and we need to find transportation,” I say. “And different clothes.”

      Geminia dries her eyes and says, “Follow me.”

      Then she lifts her hood up again and leads us out of the orchard.

      We walk several blocks, turning a few times before we reach a shop with a faded wooden sign that reads, Ethereal Apparel.

      “Peridot runs the shop,” Geminia says. “You can trust her. I’ll find Piz and Atlas and bring them here.”

      Carys and I don’t waste another moment and let ourselves inside.

      The first thing to greet us is a display of delicate works of crafted wood arranged on a table. It sits a few feet inside and immediately captures my attention and begs to be examined more. Bracelets, hair combs, and earrings are beautifully contrasted against an evergreen-colored tablecloth. The hand-crafted pieces are made with intricate designs and different colors of wood and paint.

      I pick up one of the combs and admire the fine details. The way the wood has been crafted and cut to look like the many petals of a rose adorn the top piece. And although it looked like parts of the piece were painted with dark red paint for the petals, I see now that it’s the type of the wood or the way that it’s been carved that gives it that illusion.

      It’s beautiful.

      “Your Majesty,” a high soprano voice says. Her voice is hesitant and stiff. “What brings you to my little shop in Rosewind today?” She sounds… frightened.

      I place the comb back on the table.

      “Clearly, we need different attire,” Carys says, waving a hand at the sweater and jeans she wore to pull me from school. “And as your high qu—”

      I step toward the spring fae with skin the texture of tree bark. “Are you Peridot?”

      “I am.”

      “Great. Our sister brought us. We’ve been to the human realm and need clothing more suitable for Faerie.”

      Peridot looks at me with scrunched eyes. Then she looks at Carys. Then back at me. “Your Highness?”

      “Yes,” I say.

      The spring fae touches her temple as if she’s trying to remember something, or has a headache, then walks to me slowly with a piercing look that feels almost accusatory. “Why did I… forget you?” She narrows her eyes and reads my sweatshirt. “Did you want to be forgotten? Princess?”

      Maybe wearing my ‘Don’t call me Princess’ sweatshirt wasn’t the best choice for the day I returned to Faerie. In my defense, I didn’t know I was returning when I put it on. I glance at Carys. “No, I—”

      “Queen Silver wiped all memories of Princess Aria from all of Faerie.” Carys cuts in and waves a hand like it was a tiny thing, like it doesn’t matter. A cold wave of fury washes over me at her dismissiveness. “But the shadow is fading. Soon all the fae will remember her and everything will be right again.”

      “I didn’t want to be forgotten.” I grit my teeth and hold a forced smile. I must play nice with Carys until I can safely get away from her, but I’m not afraid to tell this fae the truth. “Queen Carys thought it would be best if she ruled Faerie alone.”

      Peridot gasps and holds a hand to her mouth.

      Carys forces a laugh. “It was just a squabbling amongst sisters,” she says, gripping my shoulder tightly. “And I mean to set everything right. If you could help us so we can safely travel back to the Raven Court, we can plan Aria’s coronation to rule alongside me like we always intended.”

      Her fingernails dig painfully into my skin through my sweatshirt.

      I jerk from my sister’s grip. I won’t be stomped on by her. “Could you help us?”

      The fae looks uncertain as she studies me, but then the creases in her brow eases slightly. “I would be honored to dress two Elmwhisk royals.”

      I glance at Carys. She steps forward and says, “Excellent. Do you have anything fit for a queen?”
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ARIA

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Like the forever-blooms, many thought the pure fae were more beautiful, but she loved the half-mortals and spilled great torrents of rain upon the land when they were slaughtered.
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        * * *

      

      Our dresses are simple, but regal. The fabrics are some type of linen that moves easily, but feels durable enough for traveling through the wilds of Faerie. Carys wears brown tones that remind me of chocolate. The bodice has faded lines across it that look like what could be a map of Faerie, and the skirt—which falls to her ankles—is sprinkled with different fae traversing across it. Small pixies and tall elves, dwarves and phoukas and cait siths and sylphs.

      My dress is a deep blue—also ankle length—and is covered in glittering constellations. With it is a detachable hood that also feels like a cloak but is made of an iridescent material that captures the light, and when it moves, it looks like stardust.

      Best of all… it has pockets.

      Peridot is quiet as she secures the cloak. She dressed Carys first, who is now being fitted for boots. Her silence feels heavy somehow.

      “The dress is lovely,” I say.

      “I’m happy you like it.” She finishes and steps back, and I realize her eyes are a familiar shade of pale blue.

      “Have we… met before?” I ask, feeling my face flush. “My memories of who I am were shaded too. I didn’t know I was anything other than a human until recently.” I half expect a flashback of some buried memory to sprout and pull me into another trance-like moment. But nothing happens.

      Peridot shakes her head and looks at the ground, then clears her throat and says, “We have not met, but King North’s mother and father once bestowed a great kindness to me before they were king and queen when my business was small, and I only had a small table of my creations to sell.” She gestures at her beautiful wood pieces at the front of the shop. “But you knew my sister… Maeve.”

      Maeve.

      All questions about my father’s parents flee as I remember Maeve. My chest tightens, compressing the air from my lungs as a wave of what I felt when I witnessed my friend, the beloved spring maid, killed before my very eyes.

      “She was my—” I start, but my voice fails me. “My…” I whisper.

      “Yes, she was a servant of the court for a very long time.”

      “No, I mean it was me—er…” I step toward her as she backs away. “I mean, I didn’t know I was me at the time and I was pretending to be Carys—” I gesture at my sister who watches me with a raised eyebrow. “But she served me when the Winter Court attacke—” My eyes burn and my throat constricts. “I didn’t know who I was… but she…”

      Periodot steps toward me with those unusually kind eyes that remind me of her sister and touches my hand. “I know. I’m sure Maeve knew who you were. She had a special talent for evading winter magic and likely knew all along—”

      A sharp rapping on the door stops her.

      “It’s probably Geminia,” I say, stepping toward the door. I’m eager to see her and my brothers.

      Peridot stops me. “Let me be sure.”

      I nod and step back, drawing shadows around me. My anxiety spikes. I sense Carys stepping next to me, hearing the swish of her skirts as she draws closer.

      But Geminia steps inside, with two taller male fae with dark hair. I recognize Piz’s shorn head and Atlas’s pointed ears immediately and rush to them. First, throwing my arms around Atlas, then removing both arms to pull Piz and Geminia into our awkward group hug.

      “Aria,” Piz breathes, with regret in his tone.

      “I should have known,” says Atlas. “I should have realized—”

      “Stop,” I say, pulling back and looking between them both with an older sisterly tone I didn’t know I possessed. “The shadow magic was strong. I’m still struggling to remember everything.”

      “But when we saw you,” Geminia adds. “We should have been able to see through it.”

      “You were right in front of us!” says Piz. “Queen Silver must be punished.” His tone changes and he’s about to say something else when another knock interrupts.

      “That must be Baron Meadowleaf,” Atlas says, moving to answer the door.

      “You contacted him?” Carys asks.

      “He employs a talented spring fae who constructs fast carriages,” Atlas says. “How do you think we got from Herdan to Rosewind so quickly?”

      The baron marches inside.

      “Your Majesty!” He says, flicking his lion’s tail behind him, then looks at me. “Your Highness,” His voice is softer and filled with deference.

      I nod sheepishly. Seeing my siblings—other royals—is different. I’m not used to being called Your Highness and am having a hard time imagining I ever was.

      His lion’s tail twitches behind him, and he turns to Piz. “The carriage is nearly ready. It is being constructed to move quickly and covertly to the Raven Court with room for the six of us.”

      “Six?” Carys says, stepping forward with her chin lifted and a thick air of regality. “We don’t require you to accompany us.”

      “Nonsense!” The baron eyes me before addressing the queen. “It’s my pleasure to personally ensure our sovereign’s safe return, along with the princes and princesses.” He gestures at the rest of us.

      “He has been helpful, Carys,” says Piz.

      But Carys ignores him. “I had hoped you could spread the word, Baron.”

      “About the return of Princess Aria?” he asks and I shuffle my feet. It’s the first time anyone has said my name with the title princess in front of it. Well, that I remember. “What better way to announce her return than with a grand entrance at the Raven Court?”

      Carys smiles, but only with her mouth. “Yes, that seems the most obvious. Especially with the shadow magic clearing. I hoped you could tell the other praefectus, and any full fae you trust, that Queen Silver sent my sister and I to the human realm and locked us out of Faerie.”

      Baron Meadowleaf looks at me with a frown. He seems confused. “That explains the lack of guards,” he says. “How did you return? Did Captain Firetail bring you back?” He looks around. “Where is the captain?”

      The feeling of a burning knife in my gut returns at the mention of Tien.

      “Aria and I returned without the help of Captain Firetail, or any guards,” Carys says. She eyes me, then adds, “The captain was lured by trows before we were thrown out by the Winter Queen.”

      “I see…”

      Geminia takes my hand and squeezes it.

      “The Winter Queen must pay for what she has done to us!” Carys says. “You must spread the word, Baron Meadowleaf, so our allies know what has happened and can ready themselves.”

      “Yes, such an act of treason must be punished.” He bows to the queen. “I will do as you asked,” he says, then turns to me. “Could I have a word with you alone, Princess Aria?”

      “With… me?” I say, pulling my hand from my younger sister’s.

      The baron smiles and his tail lifts behind him. “It will be just a moment. As I said, the carriage is nearly complete, and we can promptly leave.”

      “If it’s about the past, she won’t remember it,” Carys says with care in her tone. Like she cares. “Perhaps I’m the one you need to talk to.”

      “Well, I dealt with the baron while pretending to be you, Carys,” I say. “Maybe it has something to do with that?”

      “And Aria will soon be queen too, Carys,” Piz says. Do I hear a challenge in his tone? “You should let her handle some things.”

      What do my brothers and sisters think of everything that has happened? Do they suspect Carys?

      “What needs to be handled, Baron Meadowleaf?” Carys asks. I’m afraid Piz has made her suspicious.

      “Surely I don’t need your permission to speak with someone without you hovering over me,” I say.

      That gets her, but she merely waves a hand—as if she is giving permission—then takes a seat Peridot brought out for her and examines her nails. It’s infuriating, but it worked.

      “Why don’t I accompany you,” Piz says quietly.

      When the baron doesn’t object, we follow him out the front door.

      Baron Meadowleaf offers his arm for me to take. I loop mine through his and Piz follows close behind as we walk down the street. I feel like I’m in the middle of an Austen or Brontë movie.

      The street is busier with different spring fae, so I carefully arrange the shadows around my face and Piz’s to obscure our appearances.

      “It was the strangest thing, thinking Queen Carys was the only one, then suddenly remembering you too, Princess Aria,” Baron Meadowleaf says when we’re far from Ethereal Apparel. “And then remembering conversations we had before.”

      Conversations before?

      “Queen Carys is right. I don’t remember whatever it was we talked about before,” I admit. “I know who I am and some of my memories are returning, but I still have too many holes.” I still feel like a human teenager playing dress up. And I’m beginning to hate it.

      The baron stops and turns to look at my brother. He seems to be scrutinizing him.

      “I might be young, but I’ve paid attention,” Piz says, as if answering a question I didn’t hear.

      “And?” Baron Meadowleaf asks.

      “And I want to know the answer to that question too.” Piz looks at me as if I heard their half silent conversation. “It was her, wasn’t it?”

      “The high queen,” the baron adds. “Your sister. She’s the one who ordered your memories erased, as well as all the fae?”

      “Yes,” I say. “And she sent me to the human realm. I thought I was human.”

      “Your Highness, what she did to you was treason.”
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TIEN

        

      

    

    
      My body is on fire.

      Light magic flows through my veins as the healer, Lenna, attempts to patch me back together. But my injuries were extensive, so every part of me burns all the way to my bones. I don’t remember it hurting this much when the fae from East Raven healed me after the unkindness of morrigu attacked me. But perhaps it was because when Aria brought me to that cottage at the edge of Cerauna lake, I was unconscious.

      But those injuries were also only skin deep. What happened those many weeks in the trows’ lair affected every part of me. Breaking bones and losing muscle from malnourishment.

      I keep my jaw clenched, willing myself not to cry out and attract the attention of any dangerous fae around. All we need is a div to come running and pummel Sterling while I lie here, helpless. Or a biloko to lure Lenna away with its bell and cut off her healing magic before it can do any good.

      The summer fae spends a great amount of time on my ruined ear, but although it burns more than anywhere else, I still hear nothing.

      “Did the trows do that?” Sterling asks, pointing at my ear.

      Sweat pours from my forehead, and I’m gulping deep breaths after begging Lenna for a brief respite from the healing pain.

      “No.” I shake my head and note the movement only hurts a little. Perhaps Lenna’s magic is working to heal my ear. “Iris helped me escape, but before that, it was the only option I had. She stopped me before I deafened my other ear.”

      Sterling frowns, but doesn’t say more.

      Lenna examines my injured ear and I flinch when she sparks a light.

      “I only want to look,” she says, leaning down and pulling at my earlobe to get a better view.

      “What do you see?” Sterling asks.

      Lenna looks for another moment, then moves back. “I’ve done what I can,” she says. I turn to look at her, but also to use my good ear to better hear her. “But it might take a more experienced healer to restore your hearing.”

      She seems sad about this, but I’m not angry or upset. Even light magic has its limits. And seeing the exhaustion on her face, it would be unwise to push her further.

      “You’ve done enough,” I say, pushing myself to my feet and helping her to hers. I’m no longer sore, but the weakness still plagues my muscles and ligaments.

      “Did Iris say if she plans to re-join us?” Sterling asks, standing too. He tries to hide the longing in his voice, but I hear it. He had hoped Iris would accompany the healer.

      “No,” says Lenna. “I’m afraid she didn’t tell me her intentions, just that I should advise you to go to the Raven Court and she’d meet you there.”

      Lenna picks up the satchel she brought with her, then mounts her horse and rides away.

      “Perhaps we should do what she said,” Sterling says.

      “No. We’re going to the Winter Court.”

      “But your ear! It could be a deadly handicap, not being able to hear from one ear. We should go to the Raven Court and find another—”

      “Sterling, I was in that damned trows’ mound for weeks! I won’t let Princess Aria suffer at the hands of Queen Silver another moment! We’re going to the Winter Court to save our princess.”

      “And the queen?”

      “Yes. But only so we can crown our princess and punish the two queens for what they’ve done.”
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ARIA

        

      

    

    
      My pulse quickens. I’m not sure what Baron Meadowleaf’s intentions are with these questions and observations. These conversations need to happen, but it makes everything more real. I thought these talks would take place after we got back. I thought I’d have Tien and Sterling by my side.

      The thought of facing it all without one or both of them makes me uneasy.

      But it’s comforting to have my brother.

      “It happened before her coronation, didn’t it?” Baron Meadowleaf asks. “Shadowing all memories of you and sending you to live like a human.”

      “You probably know better than I do,” I say and rub my temples with my free hand. I catch stares of a group of female fae passing by. Is it unusual for the baron to be in this part of Rosewind or are they staring at me?

      Covertly, I adjust the shadows around my face again.

      “Don’t mind them,” he says and continues walking. “I barely recognize you and I know who you are. By your fine dress, they likely assume you’re someone important.”

      Perhaps we should have considered that when Peridot dressed us. But I don’t dwell on it. Especially after hearing that my shadow magic even hides my identity from someone who knows I’m me.

      “I wasn’t crowned,” I say, returning to the topic. “But I did hear about hers and how she disappeared shortly after.”

      “The king was adamant about keeping the two of you equal. He always said you would rule together, but she betrayed you in the end.”

      I don’t respond. Because I know on some level, I plotted to betray Carys too.

      “But it was after King North died when she erased you and took the throne for herself.” The baron repeats himself, but he seems to be considering. “Is there anyone at court you can trust?”

      “She can trust me,” Piz says.

      “But what about the other princes and princesses?” the baron asks. “Princess Aria is your sister, yes, but so is Queen Carys. What are the loyalties of the other Elmwhisk royals?”

      “What Carys did to Aria affected all of us,” Piz argues. “While I don’t think the younger ones should be burdened with knowing the details of everything that transpired, they’ll agree that Carys should be punished in some way for what she did to Aria.”

      “Even if that way is removing Carys from the throne?” The baron asks with one hitched eyebrow.

      Piz glances at me. “Yes, even if that’s the consequence.”

      “Unfortunately, I fear not all fae will feel the same.” Baron Meadowleaf turns back to me.

      “But how will we know which ones will?” I ask. “Anyone I might have trusted could be someone who will pick her over me.” As the words come out of my mouth, I realize this conversation with the Baron of Rosewind might be just such a fae. Someone who feels a deep sense of loyalty to Carys. Not me. I step backward. Can I trust him? This conversation might be a very stupid move on my part. Would I have made the same mistake with my memories fully restored? I feel more equipped to deal with Holly and Cassie and ace a quiz on the French Revolution than I do handling fae nobility and Faerie politics.

      “Or they could be someone on your side, who didn’t remember you and Carys were two different fae,” he says. “Shortly before the king died, you paid me a visit, princess. You were collecting prominent star fae like myself. Like Malarue Hazelfalls. Like Duke Flint Islandwort.”

      “Okay…” I say. “Why was I collecting important star fae?”

      “You were a fae of frivolity and always sought pleasure and adventure while your sister took interest in learning everything about the realm and her role as a future leader, so it was surprising…”

      

      I walked through the palace hallway with quiet steps.

      

      Another flashback. I try to focus on the baron’s words.

      “When I learned the other crown princess had come to visit…”

      But my focus isn’t enough, and I’m pulled away.

      

      It’s easier to keep silent in the halls of my own home than the forest, but the consequences if I am heard here would be much less dangerous than if I were caught out in the Ohm Mountains. But I’ll certainly be in for a scolding if caught wearing such drab clothing. My worn brown trousers and a plain, cream linen shirt boast of my travels with long-worn dirt stains. Maeve could easily clean my clothing to look like new, but I wear them like a trophy. My father doesn’t allow signs of my injuries from my adventures to remain, but he said nothing of the clothes I only wear in the presence of cabyll-ushteys and Sterling.

      Still… I would be chided for looking so common.

      I make my way toward the hidden stairwell to avoid being caught. Once I’ve gone behind the tapestry, I think I’ve made it to freedom, until I hear a familiar voice.

      “There’s an economics meeting in less than an hour, Aria.”

      It’s my twin. Carys. She’s coming down the stairs.

      “I’m sure you have it all handled,” I say.

      “Father wants us there.”

      “Why? You do such an excellent job representing us both.” I smirk, but hope she’ll agree.

      “I do, but no one will ever take you seriously if you just play all day.”

      “What if I don’t want to be taken seriously? Really, father should have named you the crown princess and let me be the spare, or whatever, when we were younglings.”

      “Except technically you’re older,” Carys says. “Meaning the king would have named you crown princess, and I would be the spare. Then you wouldn’t have a choice. You’d have to attend all the boring meetings and summits.”

      “Yes, yes.”

      “You’re lucky he wanted us to be equal.” She smiles.

      I wave a dismissive hand.

      “What if something happened and we were both needed? Like a massive war with the other courts and decisions needed to be made by the two of us because we were on different war fronts?”

      “Then I’m sure you’d tell me what to do,” I said. “Kings usually rule alone anyway. I’m sure even in that scenario, you would have it all figured out.”

      She sighs heavily. “Fine. Go play with Sterling,” she says, then pushes into the corridor.

      “Thank you, Sis!” I call before the hidden door closes completely.

      

      I snap back to the present and am filled with intense remorse and guilt.

      I get it! I was irresponsible!

      And I suppose as my memories return, I’ll have plenty more reminders of what a flaky, slacker-crown princess I really was.

      Who knows? Maybe all the fae with returning memories hardly even noticed I was missing.

      Did you just remember there is another crown princess? they’d say.

      Yeah, strange that I completely forgot she existed.

      Well, it’s not like she does anything.

      True. She’s easily forgettable.

      Maybe once they remember me, they’ll chalk it up to me being so insignificant that it won’t even occur to them that the memory wipe was intentionally done. Maybe they’ll think the way Peridot did. That I wanted to be forgotten. It won’t even cross their minds that it was an attack to push me off the shared throne.

      The thought makes me uncomfortable. Was I always that way? How many years, or more accurately, how many decades, was I flighty and consistently shirking my responsibilities?

      What did the king—my father—think of me? Was he always disappointed? What about my mother?

      “Aria?” Piz says.

      I shake my head of the swirling thoughts. “Yes?”

      “Is something wrong?”

      “N–” I try to say nothing is wrong, but the words catch in my throat. If I can’t lie, I’ll have to find clever ways to tell the truth without telling the truth. But I don’t have the bandwidth to think up a lie-truth, so I touch a hand to my forehead and offer a reassuring smile. “Sometimes when my memories return, I go into a sort of trance.”

      He frowns but nods as if he understands.

      “It’s passed.” I turn back to Baron Meadowleaf and say, “Please continue.”

      “I was saying, I was surprised that you were the princess who wanted a private meeting,” he says. “I was even more surprised that you noticed an injustice, and you sought change.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You disapproved of the way many star fae keep the full fae in check and that many of them keep slaves. As star fae, we have the power to strip the full fae’s magic if they disobey, and we were taking advantage.”

      Piz shuffles his feet. Did he know about any of this?

      “Were you surprised because I noticed it?” I ask. “Or surprised about the injustice?” When the baron doesn’t answer right away, I say, “Just be blunt. I can take it.”

      “I was surprised about both.”

      I twist my mouth and nod. Everyone—even the fae at the far reaches of Faerie—saw me as a flighty princess who noticed nothing other than her personal pleasures. But it sounds very similar to my current feelings and actions. Saving the mermaid, the summit I called with all the courts. Even while thinking I was human pretending to be a queen, I sought change.

      It’s comforting to know that despite the memory loss, I’ve still been... well, me.

      “The important thing is that you noticed it. You thought it was wrong,” he says. “You thought it had been enough time since the Great Purge and you wanted to right a wrong. It was a very human desire.”

      Is that a bad thing? I’m not sure.

      “What did you say when I came to you?” I ask. “Did you also want change?”

      “I was… open to a conversation.”

      “But not anymore?” I ask. I may have missing memories, but I can still discern a change in tone. “Do you disagree now?”

      “Princess Aria, you should consider how the full fae’s power was turned against you,” he says.

      “He has a point, Aria,” Piz says.

      “Yes, but it was one of my own who betrayed me. Carys made a bargain with the Winter Queen to take the throne herself. It was Carys.”

      “But it was the full fae’s power that was used, Aria,” says Piz.

      “The prince is right,” the baron says. “Imagine what they could do if their power is left unchecked.”

      They have a point, but I don’t want to argue it or even think about it until I’ve learned what has happened to Tien and Sterling.

      Baron Meadowleaf seems to read my wish for this conversation to end. “Let us get to the Raven Court in safety. These discussions can wait.”

      The specially made carriage that will speed us to the Raven Court has arrived. Carys, Geminia, and Atlas are already seated and waiting for us.

      Baron Meadowleaf helps me into the carriage, but I pause to glance at the sky for a sign of Iris’s return. What is taking her so long? I wonder, then duck inside.

      “Let’s go home,” Carys says, and the carriage speeds us away.
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      I watch the skies as it feels like we’re flying through Faerie. Partly because I don’t want to get motion sickness from watching the landscape rush past so rapidly, but mostly because I’m looking for any sign of Iris.

      She has a keen sense of direction. She’s always found me, whether I’m in Faerie or the human realm, so it’s worrisome that I haven’t spotted her yet.

      I force myself to be patient. No news isn’t necessarily bad news, right? Maybe she’s found Tien and is helping him escape? Maybe she hasn’t found Tien because he escaped and she’s following his tracks to see where he went? Maybe she’s found him on his quest to save Sterling and won’t be back right away. Or maybe Tien escaped, rescued Sterling and they’re trying to figure out what happened to me and Carys.

      Or… maybe Tien died in the trows’ mound months ago, and the second Sterling’s memories returned, and he remembered that I was a frivolous and irresponsible princess, he decided to join forces with the Winter Queen and is no longer my ally, let alone my best friend.

      Maybe something happened to Iris?

      But I can’t think about any of that.

      Especially not while we approach West Raven and I see that the streets are already lined with star fae, as if they expected our arrival. I wait for the flash of a memory when I might have experienced a similar greeting, but nothing comes.

      The faces of the fae have expressions as varied as their features. A fae with antler horns looks on with shock, while a purple-skinned fae cries tears as large as her pupils. Further down, a very human-looking, but very short, fae cries out with joy, while the pig-nosed fae beside him snorts as he laughs.

      It’s clear they’re happy to see us.

      An unexpected wave of inadequacy crashes over me as the reality sets in. Faerie isn’t a place of make-believe only read in books or created by the movie industry. I learned that when Tien first brought me here.

      But it also isn’t a foreign land belonging to another race of creatures with very little similarity to me. Faerie is my land. And I am her princess.

      I hear my name on the lips of more than one fae.

      Our beloved Princess Aria has returned!

      Where have you been, Princess?

      Princess Aria! I remember you! The shadow magic has faded!

      I am their princess, and they expect something of me. Something great? With or without my memories, I fear that I’ll fail them. That I’ll fail everyone.

      The guards at the gate of the Raven Palace immediately let the carriage inside when they see our faces. Servants rush to the open carriage to help us down, and we’re quickly ushered inside the palace.

      When we walk through the nearly two-story double doors into the entry hall, I’m again struck by its beauty and enchantment. The ceiling is impossibly high, with ribbons and flags hung and moving as if alive.

      The space is luminous with a fountain at its center—carved from a single, flawless opal, the fountain takes the form of an intricately sculpted raven in mid-flight, its wings outstretched as if frozen in time. Its waters are crystal-clear and seemingly infused with liquid starlight.

      I realize it’s been a very long time since I’ve been in the Raven Court palace. The last time I was here, I walked the halls pretending to be Carys. So much has happened since then, including my imprisonment in the Winter Court dungeon, trek to Stardale with Tien—

      Jerking my head to the nearest servant, I catch a surprised look on a pointed-eared star fae, who quickly regains her composure and rushes to my side.

      “How may I serve you, Your Highness?” she asks.

      I try not to let the shock of her deference throw me off too much and say, “If a morrigu named Iris shows up, bring her to me immediately.”

      “Yes, Princess,” she says and bows, then scurries away.

      “I’ll tell the others we’re back,” Geminia says, reaching over to squeeze my hand before running off.

      Atlas follows her.

      Carys turns to a tall elf standing stiffly in the hall. “Gather the council together,” she says to him. “After we freshen up, we wish to meet with them.”

      He bows and rushes off.

      “I’m coming too,” says Piz.

      “Piz, really, Aria and I can handle—”

      “I’m coming.”

      When Carys agrees, he excuses himself too.

      As we make our way through the palace, I see it with new eyes. Or rather, old eyes. Something in me changes as we make our way to our quarters. No longer do I feel like a fish-out-of-water in Faerie. That essence I always felt when I came back finally has a name. Although Faerie is rife with magic, I mislabeled this feeling as magic, when in reality, it was familiarity. Belonging. A sort of rightness. This is my world, and for the first time since my memories were taken, I feel at home.

      My throat tightens and tears well in my eyes as the feeling overwhelms my senses, filling my heart and traveling through my bones. Faerie is my place of heritage, my place of birth. And with it, because it’s as much a part of me as my fae heritage, I feel my position as a crown princess.

      A familiar face bounds up to us with lightness in her eyes. It’s Hillbap, the leprechaun with bleach-blonde hair and a scar that runs the length of her face, puckering her mouth. Evidence of her horrible past. “Your suite has been repaired, Queen Carys.”

      “Excellent,” says Carys. “Help me quickly freshen up. I’ve just called an emergency council meeting.” It’s like she’s fallen into her role and has forgotten me entirely.

      But Hillbap hasn’t. She glances at me, then back at Carys, wringing her hands and pinching her eyebrows.

      Carys feigns remorse when she looks at me.

      Oh? You remembered you’re not the only royal here?

      “You could come too—”

      I raise a hand to stop her, annoyed. “No. I assume the suite we stayed in after yours was destroyed is mine?”

      She nods.

      “I can clean up on my own,” I say and walk away. Now that we’re safely in the Raven Palace, I don’t need Carys anymore.
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        * * *

      

      Part of me wants to avoid my rooms. I’m afraid of what skeletons I’ll find in my closet when I walk through the door and a rush of memories assaults me.

      I need to focus now. Focus on finding Tien and Sterling. Focus on what the heck I’m supposed to be doing as a princess. What I’m supposed to do when I become a queen.

      I don’t have time for whatever crash of emotions awaits to ambush me.

      But I go anyway because it’s the one place I’m most comfortable and now that I know who I am, I know I have the power to turn anyone away who I don’t want to see.

      Holding my breath, I push through the doors to my room and… the world silences. And my mind clears. Walking slowly inside, I take my surroundings in with new eyes. I’m not pretending to be a queen anymore. This room belongs to me.

      My circular room comes alive with a soft palette of pastel shades, like the blush of a dawn sky. Delicate lavender curtains drape the multi-paned window, casting a gentle, soft glow upon the room.

      The luxurious bed, positioned in front of the sunlit window, is a vision of comfort and tranquility.

      But a memory steals the feeling away in an instant. Not a forgotten memory, but a more recent one. Many, actually, when Carys and I spent hours sitting and chatting on that bed as we hid from everyone in the palace, taking turns pretending to be her.

      Acrid bile burns the back of my throat. She knew who I was, yet she treated me like she was the only royal in the room.

      The magic evaporates, so I march to the huge bathroom to splash water on my face—scowling at the round mirror as I do. I hear knocks at the door and offers to assist me in readying myself for the emergency council meeting, but I ignore them all and roughly brush through my hair before twisting it over my shoulder again.

      But it’s the tapping at the window that captures my attention.

      Iris. I fly to the window, throwing it open to let my raven friend inside.

      She flutters to the lower part of my room, tucking her red-tipped wings at her sides, then shifts. It takes only a moment for Iris to change from her sleek, black bird-form to her slightly shorter-than-me, red-haired, clear-eyed humanoid form.

      “Iris!” I say and step toward her, but my heartbeat thunders in my ears. Did she find them? Is he… alive? “Tell me—” My voice fails, and I wrap my arms around myself.

      I try to read her face. Is she dreading what news she has to tell me? Has she seen horrible sights and learned devastating news on the mission I assigned her? Are they still imprisoned? Are they still alive?

      Her smile sends a shockwave of warmth and relief that fills the entire room. “Captain Firetail is okay.”

      Tien is...

      A strangled cry escapes my throat and I clamp a hand to my mouth. My eyes burn with welling tears.

      “He’s injured,” she says, “But I only left him because…” She pauses. “Sterling found us.”

      Sterling too? He’s free? Launching myself at her, I stumble down the steps to the lower part of my room and wrap my arms so tightly around my morrigu friend, we nearly tumble to the floor.

      “Thank you,” I say, not caring if the words put me in her debt through some sort of freaky vow or bargain. I don’t care. I can owe her because Tien is alive. Sterling is freed.

      They’re okay.
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      It feels good to have a mission, a task to do after so many days of just trying to stay alive. The trek is slow, but I must honor my limitations if I wish to be of any use to my princess.

      Sterling and I pick our way through the Forest of Night now that we’ve crossed into the Winter Court. The temperature has dropped uncomfortably for two summer fae and my thinner, weaker form struggles to keep my extremities warm, but our constant movement keeps the blood flowing. We’ve stopped momentarily, and I kneel in a patch of hard dirt, pressing my palm to the cold ground and splaying my fingers. I’m feeling the ground for vibrations. Listening despite my new disability. Smelling the air and watching the tiny changes in light and color.

      My brother is silent and stands just behind me. He knows my tracking and navigating methods take time and patience. We’re nearing Avala, I can sense it. I just wish I had more strength before we confront Queen Silver. Perhaps we need a plan that depends more on stealth and cleverness than brute strength.

      We also need warmer clothing.

      I stand and brush the dirt from my hands now that I’m certain of the direction we should travel. I signal to Sterling that we should continue.

      But he doesn’t budge.

      I turn to him. He crosses his arms, and hesitation is etched in the crease between his eyes.

      I know what he’s about to say before he says it. He worries about our abilities to save her.  “Sterling, we don’t have a moment to waste,” I say. “We must—”

      “Look at this tree,” he interrupts, pointing at a bone white trunk standing tall, but without branches or bark.

      That isn’t what I expected. I walk toward the tree, feeling the trunk with my fingers. It’s smooth. White. Bare.

      The tree is dead.

      Aria once mentioned this plague. “You believe this is the result of taking the magic of the full fae,” I say and look around, searching for other dead trees, but see only green, thriving pines and evergreens. “But this is one of many living trees in this forest. Perhaps this tree dying is the result of dozens of magic taken from several fae.”

      “Are you implying that it doesn’t matter?”

      “Not at all, but the sacrifice of one tree for the safety of our kind is a sacrifice I’m willing to pay.”

      “Until what?”

      “Sterling, you have not seen—”

      “Yes, I know. I wasn’t born when our father and his father were killed. I didn’t see the terror of our kind being slaughtered, but does it make what we’re doing right?”

      “Taking their magic?”

      “Killing Faerie. At what point is it too much?”
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      I can hardly breathe, I’m so relieved. He’s alive. They’re okay.

      I walk to my vanity and press both palms against the table with my elbows locked, bracing myself and closing my eyes. I say a silent prayer of thanks.

      “I sent Lenna to them,” Iris says.

      The healer. The thought jabs at my chest, but I shouldn’t have expected anything less. Of course, they needed a healer.

      I breathe out through pursed lips, then open my eyes to look at her again. Iris clasps her hands in front of her, chin down, eyes drawn. I won’t have her looking so submissive with me. She’s my friend.

      “Thank you,” I say again, looking at her. Waiting for her to thaw. “We’ve been through a lot, you and I.” I walk up the few steps to sit on the bench at the foot of my bed. “I remember watching you outside my window at the King’s house. Back before… well, everything happened.”

      “But that wasn’t before everything happened, Your Highness—”

      “Aria, please,” I say, briefly closing my eyes. “Always Aria.”

      “Remember, Aria? We didn’t start there.”

      “Right.” I think back to the montage of memories that assaulted me when I first saw her in the hallway at school. I place a hand to my forehead. “You were my... lady’s maid and traveling companion.”

      “You remember?”

      “Just a little. It came back as a tiny fragment of a memory when I first saw you.” I pat the space next to me on the bench, beckoning her to sit, too. “We wore different clothes, and the lighting was different, so I assume we took more than one trip?”

      She sits next to me. “We did.”

      “As a star fae, I know that I’m not actually seventeen, but like two hundred or something?” I wave a hand. “Sterling explained it to me once, before. So, have you been my companion—or whatever it’s called—for a really long time? Do we have like decades of memories that I’ve just forgotten?”

      “No, I was a recent companion of yours.” She smiles. “It’s not the job I wanted, but it was better than what I had.” She drops her eyes and traces a finger along a seam in the upholstery covering the bench. “And you promised to let me be tailor and seamstress of the Raven Court in addition to being your servant.”

      “I promised. That’s like a vow in the fae sense, right? I didn’t keep my promise?”

      “Oh no.” She looks at me. “There wasn’t time, really. Not with everything that happened. You actually saved me. Your memories were erased, and you were sent away before you could make good on your promise.”

      I tilt my head. She has never said anything about me saving her, but much of our time together that I do remember, she was a raven.

      “Iris, my memories are slowly returning, but I don’t remember any of that,” I say. “How did we meet?”

      She sighs. “You came to the Autumn Court with Captain Firetail at the behest of the praefectus. He wanted me punished for… decaying his house. I was in a cell when you first saw me.”

      “Why would you decay someone’s house?” From what I knew of Iris, that didn’t seem like her. But she is an autumn fae. Maybe it’s… in their nature?

      “Well, because he destroyed mine.” Her eyes drop again. “Not that he would have been punished for it.”

      “Because he was star fae?”

      I can see that Iris hates this conversation, but I feel like we’ve had it before. It reminds me of another conversation I once had with Hillbap.

      “You can tell me, Iris.”

      “That’s just it. I have told you, and it was just as humiliating then as it is now.”

      “Humilia—” I stop myself. “Wait. What was the praefectus’ name?” This story is eerily familiar.

      “Beechriver.”

      I shiver. He was the slaugh who made Hillbap be physical with him in exchange for her sister’s freedom.

      “I’ve heard of him.” I say, tasting bile in my throat. “Did he make you…”

      Iris lifts her chin and I see a defiant glint in her clear eyes. “I refused him.”

      “And that’s why he destroyed your house.”

      She nods. “And I returned the favor.”

      As we speak, the whisper of a distant memory fills in around the edges. A sterile, white cell. A hunched over, pitiful creature, with infectious-looking sores all over her face–much like the fae in the convenience store. Except Iris’s was an illusion. When she dropped it, she turned into the morrigu sitting in my bedroom now.

      “I remember,” I say. “A little. I remember seeing you in that cell.”

      She smiles. “I’m surprised you forgot our first encounter so easily, but I guess the winter shadow magic was strong. I wasn’t exactly a doting subject.”

      “Why do you say that?” But as I speak, more of it fills in. She spit on me. She didn’t know if she was talking to Carys or me and shot derogatory words at me. “Never mind. I remember. You had a deep distrust for the High Court.”

      “Yes, well, up to that point, the only star fae I had the pleasure of knowing were just like Praefectus Beechriver.”

      “He was stripped of his title.”

      “I know.”

      “It was that moment that I finally saw what was happening right under my nose,” I admit as more and more pieces click into place. “I had been so caught up in my own pleasures. Riding Madseok. Frolicking all through the Ohm Mountains. I had no idea what my people were doing to yours.”

      “It was also that moment that you decided to do something about it. You freed me that day, rescuing me from whatever Beechriver intended to do to me.”

      “Tien disapproved—” I choke on his name as the emotion overwhelms me again. He was with me that day. The captain was confused that I had come because I so often shirked my responsibilities. Tien saw me as a silly little girl who took nothing seriously.

      “He’s okay,” Iris reminds me softly. “He and S-Sterling are together and they’re both okay.” When her voice breaks on his name, another memory fills itself in.

      Iris, across the grand hall at the high king’s—my father’s—funeral. Standing with Sterling. Their heads are close together in deep conversation and it looks as if…

      “You love him.”

      Her head jerks to me.

      “Sterling. You love him.”

      She stands from the bench and walks to the window. She stares outside a moment before turning back and saying, “Aria, I—”

      “Don’t,” I say as more pieces find their places in my memory. The way she—as a raven—would interrupt anytime Sterling kissed me. How she would fly away when things got intimate between us. I stand and join her by the window. She drops her eyes as I continue, “I imagine it was hard for you to watch me with him.”

      Iris’s eyes lift to mine.

      “But we were only together because…” I lift both hands and heave out a giant sigh. “Well, because we couldn’t remember what our actual relationship was like. I think our souls remembered how much we cared for each other and mistook it for romantic love. “I step toward my friend and take both of her hands. “But it was never romantic love between us. Sterling and I have always been, and will always be, just friends.”

      Tears well in Iris’s eyes, and she jerks her hands away and turns to the window again as she hastily wipes her eyes. “You shouldn’t give me that kind of hope.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I’m an autumn fae and he’s a star fae.” She turns back to look out the window. “We just… could never be.”

      My memories might be slowly returning and mixing themselves with what I know of the human realm, but even I know she’s right.

      But I’m the crown princess of Faerie. Whatever my sister did, the throne belongs to me too. And once I’m queen, I intend to fix things between the full fae and the star fae.

      Still, all of this will be easier with Tien and Sterling by my side.

      “Carys called an emergency council meeting,” I say. “I won’t shirk my duties any longer if I’m to become the other high queen of Faerie.”

      “What do you wish for me to do?” Iris asks.

      “Go back to Tien and Sterling. Help them return to the Raven Court quickly.” I need them.

      “Yes, Aria.” She shifts back into her raven and flies back out the way she came.

      I straighten my spine and walk out of my room. It’s time to reclaim my throne.
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        She knew this pain was a result of her gift to her star children, but she no longer had the strength to take it back. Nor did she wish to.
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        * * *

      

      I make my way to the council room while my heart thrums a steady pulse down to my fingertips and toes.

      This council meeting will be unlike any other because I know who I am and refuse to neglect my duties as a crown princess any longer. But I am also at a disadvantage. My memories are still shadowed, and many in the council room will see me as inexperienced—and not only because of Carys’s and the Winter Queen’s actions.

      The council room is near-full when I enter. All rise from their seats when I do. I walk around the stone table toward the head, where two equally ornate and regal chairs sit.

      Carys occupies one. The other is for me.

      I offer a wan smile to my sister who, for a brief moment, shows vulnerability and remorse.

      Don’t fall for it, Aria, I tell myself. Then I turn to face the room, finding familiar faces in my brother, Piz, at my right, and Baron Meadowleaf near the other end of the table. A few others whom I dealt with while pretending to be Carys nod at me. But this is no longer pretend. I wish Tien was here. Carys bids that everyone take their seats.

      “My sister and I appreciate the swiftness in which you came to this meeting,” Carys begins. “There has been a grave act of treason against us that must be dealt with immediately.”

      “My sister is right,” Piz says, standing. “But before we discuss anything else, we should discuss Princess Aria’s coronation.” He lifts a hand toward me.

      Carys stiffens, but doesn’t speak. I imagine if anyone else had interrupted Carys, they would have been silenced immediately. But this was a prince of Faerie. Our brother.

      “Our parents wished for Carys and Aria to rule together,” Piz continues, talking to the council room. “But with the erasure of Aria from our memories, only Carys was crowned as High Queen. Before we move forward with anything else, I ask that Princess Aria be crowned.” He looks at me with a smile that reaches his eyes. I smile at him. “The twins must be of equal standing.” He looks at Carys and the smile fades.

      “Prince Piz has a point.” Baron Meadowleaf stands, and I notice a tiny pink light enter near the doorway. “We should honor the wishes of King North and Queen Olivia. We must crown Princess Aria as the other High Queen.”

      All eyes turn toward us, toward Carys, so none of them see the pink light move behind their backs in our direction.

      Carys doesn’t seem to notice it either because she arranges her face with a queenly expression that she’s practiced for decades to perfect. It has the appearance of agreement and respect, but I recognize it for what it actually is. It’s a mask for when she’s displeased or disagrees, but must pretend she’s compliant. At least until she gets her way or successfully forces others to agree with her way.

      “Queen Silver tricked my sister and I,” Carys says. “She lured us to the Winter Court and the second we crossed the threshold of the Avala palace, she banished us to the human realm.”

      A few fae gasp and the pink light stops.

      “That’s right,” Carys feeds into it. “While I agree that Aria’s coronation is important and should not be delayed, I fear we do not have time to plan a celebration when an enemy still runs free in Faerie.”

      “Can’t we do both?” someone asks.

      “I’ll talk to Asteria. She can quickly plan the coronation,” another offers.

      “Yes! Then General Luto and Captain Firetail can strategize against the Winter Queen,” the first fae says.

      “But the capture and punishment of Queen Silver must take priority.” Carys takes back control of the conversation. “Because she was also the one who erased Princess Aria from our memories.”

      The pink light zips toward Carys and me, and as it nears, I see that it’s a very small pixie with bright blue hair wearing a bubble gum pink top hat and a matching strapless tiny ballgown. I remember that the intelligence of pixies is determined by their size. So this one must be a less intelligent pixie.

      “Your Majesty,” says a tiny voice.

      Carys nearly goes cross-eyed when the pixie flies directly over her nose. “What’s this? What are you doing here? This is a private—”

      “She’s here, Your Majesty.” The pixie removes her hat, pressing it against her chest and bowing her head. “The Winter Queen is in the palace.”
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        * * *

      

      Queen Silver walks into the council room with her metal crown and long flowing icy hair with arrogance and stupidity because the guards at either end of the room are on her with pointed spears at her throat within seconds.

      “Well, I guess this solves the divide and conquer since the Winter Queen came to us.” I hear someone mutter, but I don’t respond.

      “You think you can just waltz into my council room? Especially after what you’ve done?” Carys asks, leaving her seat and walking toward her with an accusing finger aimed at her.

      I follow quickly behind my sister and grip her shoulder, hoping to stop her from doing anything drastic, but also to remind her that she’s not the only one with authority here. I may not be queen yet, but at this point, it’s only a technicality. She and I are equals.

      Queen Silver’s green lips curl into a smile. “I see the two of you made it back,” she says with mocking in her tone. “Clever girls.”

      “Tell me why I shouldn’t throw you into the deepest pits of the Gray this instant?” Carys shouts, and the guards point their spears closer to the Winter Queen, forcing her to lift her chin slightly to avoid being skewered.

      The Gray. Carys mentioned the dungeon while we were still stuck in the human realm. She said it was the place where the most dangerous, heinous fae were sent.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask.

      Queen Silver’s eyes snap to me as if she’s suddenly remembered that I exist. It’s on purpose to rattle me, but I don’t let it, and stare right back at her. “I don’t know why you look at me with such accusations, Princess, really.”

      “You took her memories!” Piz shouts. “You made us forget her!”

      The Winter Queen looks at him, and my stomach turns to stone. Not him. I pray silently. Leave my brother alone.

      “I was only doing what I bargained,” Queen Silver says. “What Carys asked me to do.”

      Carys flushes as gasps ripple through the room.

      “Is that true, Your Majesty?” Duke Flint Islandwort, who has been quiet, stands and asks. It was fortunate he was away from his station in the Summer Court to be at this emergency council meeting. He frowns with betrayal lighting his eyes.

      Carys looks at him but says nothing. Her intensity has weakened. She takes a step back.

      “Is it true?” asks another.

      “Why?” Piz’s voice is so quiet, so small. He suspected it. He said so while we were in Rosewind. Perhaps this performance is for the benefit of the council.

      Carys shakes her head, pulling her regal temperament back into her form. “What’s done is done!” she says. “And Aria has forgiven me, so if we could please—”

      “Has she?” Piz looks at me.

      I haven’t forgiven her. But performance or not, I can’t lie. Still, this situation is teetering on the edge of a cliff, so I merely shake my head.

      “Take the Winter Queen below,” Carys snaps before someone else continues the interrogation. “We still have business to attend to, so if you will…”

      Tsk. Tsk. Queen Silver clucks her tongue. “I might have been the tool you used, Your Majesty.” She’s smug as she emphasizes Carys’s title. “But it was you who betrayed your own sister.”

      Carys’s mouth opens, but nothing escapes, and her eyes dart to me.

      “Should I be the one with spears aimed at my throat?” The Winter Queen walks toward Carys now that the guards have slackened their grips on their weapons. They want to see how this plays out. “I’m the Winter Queen, but I’m not the one who ordered the erasure and exile of a crown princess.” She looks at several of the council members, making sure they’re hearing her accusations.

      Then her eyes flicker back to Carys and she smiles. Mockingly. Too late, I realize she is goading Carys, daring her to do something drastic.

      So she does.

      “Carys, don’t,” I cry, but my twin is already launching herself at Queen Silver. I dart forward, reaching for Carys before she can wrap her hands around the other royal’s throat. I grasp a fistful of the fabric of my sister’s sleeve, tearing it like paper with the force of her forward motion. “Carys, stop!” I scream, but don’t quit clawing at her, and manage to grip her arm tightly. Holding her back.

      But I remember too late that Carys doesn’t need to touch the fae to succeed, and I watch in horror as the color bleeds from the Winter Queen’s blue hair, dripping down to the ends like icicles. Her magic bleeding out. My sister has thrown the bucket of water onto the Wicked Witch of the West, and she’s melting before our eyes. Everything about Queen Silver goes from technicolor… to pale shades of her former self. Almost like black and white.

      But the winter royal doesn’t flinch. Her smile is the only thing that doesn’t fade. She keeps her dignity as her magic is leached from her.

      It’s almost like… it’s exactly what she wanted to happen.

      Without another word, the Winter Queen is bound and escorted from the room.
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TIEN

        

      

    

    
      It begins beneath our feet.

      Sterling and I are halfway through the Forest of Night when the snow-covered ground melts. Not the snow. The snow doesn’t melt into water. The snow and dirt and foliage coalesce together, mixing and combining into a sludge devoid of any color, except a lifeless gray.

      Sterling and I watch as the plague spreads outward and upward. It puddles in all directions, sweeping up everything in its path. Once it latches onto the bottom of the trees, it climbs, destroying bark and severing branches and rotting and spilling the needles of the evergreens. It climbs until all that is left of the trees are tall, sharp, bone-colored statues.

      When the mass of destruction nears us, we run toward the Froze Mountains without looking back. I exert myself well beyond what I thought myself capable of as I trip over roots and stones. Sterling is only a few paces ahead, trudging up the steep slope and I wonder why he doesn’t move faster to escape the purge that will surely overcome my snail pace. But when we’re only partway up the mountain, Sterling insists that we’ve distanced ourselves far enough to rest. When I turn to look, I see that the poison has slowed its spread.

      Breathing heavily, I crumble onto a rock and survey the destruction.

      “Do you think it’s stopped?” Sterling asks, craning his neck.

      I look too, but rely on my other senses instead. Crouching down, I splay my fingers into the still brown dirt surrounded by still living trees and close my eyes. Listening. Feeling for vibrations. For pulses of magic. For life.

      There is a shuddering silence I’ve never experienced before that fills me with terror and awe all at once. Deep down, I know what is happening, but I refuse to admit it and focus harder. Listening. Listening. Listening.

      There. I feel it. The tiniest of vibrations of the living all around. I exhale. The vibrations become stronger, healthier. And within moments, it feels as if there was never a disturbance at all.

      I crawl back onto my rock. “It’s stopped.” I’m relieved, but as my eyes scan the expanse of the Forest of Night affected, I feel sick. “More than one tree.”

      “Over a hundred at least,” Sterling says with sorrow.

      “What happened?” I ask.

      “I don’t know. A section of the Summer Court looks like this, but I assumed it happened over time. One fae at a time.”

      “Do you think this is the result of taking the magic of many? All at once?” I wonder as I contemplate whether this can be remedied. Of course, I can only think of one solution.

      Kraa! The cry of a raven echoes through the murdered forest. I shiver, but not from the cold. I search the skies and see the black bird circling over the tree graveyard.

      But it doesn’t click that we know this particular raven until Sterling says, “Iris?”
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        * * *

      

      Iris has already shifted and is standing in the center of a snowfield with her arms folded when we finally meet up with her.

      “Where are you going?” she asks, breathing out a white puff of air. “I thought you were the great Captain Firetail? Are you lost?”

      I frown. “I’m not going back to the Raven Court until we’ve saved Aria from the Winter Queen.”

      “And Queen Carys,” Sterling says.

      “Yes,” I grumble. “And Queen Carys.”

      Iris puts both of her hands on her head and turns. “They’re at the Raven Court. Both of them.”

      What?

      “What?” Sterling says.

      “Why didn’t you tell me before?” I growl, stepping toward her. “You had plenty of time after we fled the trows to tell me she was safe—”

      “Because I didn’t know!” Iris says, stepping toward me. “When I found you in the trows’ lair, I had just left the human realm where Princess Aria and Queen Carys were trapped. I promised her I’d find you—” She turns to Sterling and seems to trip over her words. “B-both of you while she searched for a way to return.”

      “And she found a way,” Sterling says. He’s the calmest one among us.

      “Yes.” Iris takes cues from my brother and quiets her voice. She takes a breath. “After I sent Lenna to heal you, I went back to the human realm, and they were gone.”

      “And you found them in the Raven Court,” I say. My anger is dissolving too because if they’re at the Raven Court… if Aria is at the Raven Court… then it means… she’s safe.

      I stumble backward a bit, suddenly weak on my feet, but Sterling catches me under my arm.

      Iris jumps forward to help too. “Did Lenna find you?”

      “She did,” Sterling says, his voice taking on a timbre I’ve rarely heard. “My brother is still just a bit weak.”

      “But getting stronger every day,” I say, pulling from Sterling and standing with my own strength.

      “Do you know what happened?” Sterling asks, gesturing at the dead forest.

      “No,” says Iris. “But we should get back. Princess Aria is anxious to see you both.”

      A warmth not possible in this frozen court blooms inside my chest. Aria is safe. There was a time while I danced in the trows’ lair that I thought I’d never see her beautiful face again. I can’t help but smile at the thought of seeing her soon.

      “Home, then,” I say. My strides are confident and sure. Any weakness suddenly vanished as I set my sights homeward where I’ll see her again.
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ARIA

        

      

    

    
      It’s like the council members completely forgot the incident with the Winter Queen the moment the doors closed behind her, because the rest of the meeting was details about my upcoming coronation—Piz won that argument. When I tried to protest, I was stopped by one look in my brother’s eyes.

      You must be crowned a queen now, his expression seemed to say, then he gestured at the closed doors. Especially because of that. Meaning, the incident with Queen Silver.

      So, I play along and attempt to focus as they discuss the ceremony and timeline and who will be assigned to prep the revel afterward. I struggle, but my thoughts quickly trail back to the human realm. Now that I know Tien and Sterling live, I suppose I have the brain space for it.

      I wonder what my foster family is up to. Is everyone off at work and school? Or are they home eating tacos without me? Are they watching a Tim Burton film? Funny that I’m lamenting being left out while sitting in the middle of a meeting about making me a queen.

      My life is certainly, clearly messed up and complicated.

      When the meeting adjourns, I head in the direction of my rooms to be alone. I feel so strange with everything that has happened and I’m not sure how to process it, but when I’m halfway there, I realize I don’t want to be alone. I just don’t want to be in a crowd of fae who expect something of me.

      Perhaps that’s the reason I always rushed off to ride Madseok with Sterling. I was running away from responsibility and became too comfortable with it.

      I slow my steps, not sure where I’m going. I fear what happened with Queen Silver. I fear that Carys will do more—take more magic—but my hands feel tied until the coronation and I am officially her equal. Until then, I need some sort of distraction. Someone to talk to. But my closest friends aren’t here. Sterling and Tien haven’t returned, and Iris is off looking for them.

      And even if Carys hadn’t gone off the handle earlier, I’m still furious with her.

      But she’s not my only sister.

      I make my way to the royal quarters that house my siblings. I don’t have to ask for directions, because it’s one of the things my memory has filled back in.

      As much as I yearn to see little Sage and Ophi, or run into Leo or Rio, it’s Geminia I’m looking for. I was glad to see her in Rosewind, but after the memory surfaced when I ditched her to run away with Sterling, I’ve wanted to remedy it. And now that we’re back home, I can.

      I knock lightly when I reach her door. After a few moments, she answers, a little bleary-eyed.

      “Did I wake you?” I ask, but she’s already staring at me with wide eyes before I finish the sentence.

      “Is something wrong?” Geminia asks.

      I smile. “No. I wanted to come see you.”

      Her eyes narrow slightly, but it only lasts a brief moment before she opens her bedroom door wider to let me in.

      “Actually… I had hoped you could show me something?”

      She tilts her head.

      “A few select memories have returned quite… chaotically,” I say, gesturing with my hands as I talk. “There was one when you showed me a hidden room. In the memory, the furniture in the room belonged to our father’s mother. And there was a large portrait of her?”

      Geminia nods, her expression brightening. “And you want to see it?”

      “I do.”

      My sister leads me through the palace until we come to the blue tapestry with the stag embroidered on it. She pushes it to the side and leads me into the darkness of the hidden passageways.

      When we reach the entrance to the hidden room, I hold my breath before we walk inside, still reeling with the reality that this is my life. A princess of Faerie, living in a ginormous palace with hidden passageways, and a huge family. It doesn’t matter whether all my memories return or if I’ve lost thousands of them forever, I will always be in awe of this life.

      The room is just as I remembered. It’s lit by a single, large window, paned with beautiful stained glass, and furnished with blue plush chairs and a small table.

      I walk to the vanity in one corner, covered in trinkets and jars. Lifting a glass bottle, I remove the stopper and bring it to my nose to smell. I can’t place the fragrance, but I’m reminded of the attack on the Raven Palace. There were jars of perfumes and oils and balms just like these in Carys’s room. I used one as a weapon of defense by chucking it at an attacker. I sliced my hands on the broken glass, making it difficult to grip the vine when Tien and I escaped out the window.

      That’s when Maeve was killed. My ribcage seems to compress, making it difficult to breathe, so I set the bottle back and move onto the next item.

      It’s a pendant that looks like a piece of glowing glass strung on a cord that’s near-invisible and looks like fishing line. I lift the necklace gingerly, carefully, and hold it up. When it catches the light, it glows brighter.

      “Geminia? Do you know what this is?” I ask, keeping the necklace raised.

      She smiles and points up at the portrait.

      I follow her eyes, looking at the fae—our grandmother—with long, white-blonde hair and blue iridescent dragonfly wings.

      Amberle Kindra.

      Again, I’m struck by the expression on her face. Guarded, but playful and full of secrets.

      And she’s wearing the pendant that I hold.

      “It’s a crystalized sunbeam,” my sister says. “Very rare.”

      Keeping the pendant in my grip, I walk toward the portrait to look closer.

      “I read that it was a gift from King Orion,” Geminia says. “She rarely took it off.”

      “Our eyes are the same color as hers,” I say, mostly to myself, then reach up to put the pendant around my neck. It seems to glow brighter when it touches the skin at my throat.

      I turn back to my sister. She considers it, then says, “It suits you.”

      “You said you read about this?” I ask, touching the crystalized sunbeam.

      “Yes, Amberle kept a journal.” Geminia moves to a large chest and kneels to lift it open. “She wasn’t very regular about it and some of the entries are pretty boring, but she seemed really happy when it was boring.” My sister pushes aside some papers and a box about the size of a shoebox, then hands me a pale leather-bound book tied with a tightly braided rope.

      I sit in one of the blue plush chairs, then unwind the rope and open the journal.

      

      1499

      It seems silly to mark time as the humans do, but we are mortal and will not live forever to tell our children and our children’s children everything that has happened. And in a context they could follow. Arielle believes it’s important to record for their benefit—although as a full fae she could potentially live forever and therefore tell the stories forever.

      But could she live without Wyn?

      I know I cannot live without my love.

      —A

      

      “Is this really the date?” I ask, putting the journal in my lap. “1499? As in 1499?”

      Geminia leans over my shoulder, touching the entry with one finger. “Yes. She says right here that she’s marking the time.”

      As mind blowing as it sounds, it sparks something Sterling told me about star fae life expectancy. “What year was I born?” I ask. “I mean, I know I’m older than you, but do you know?”

      “I think it’s actually in here…” Geminia takes the journal and flips several pages forward. “There.” She points and hands it back.

      

      1864

      My heart still aches over the losses and the near-constant struggle to find a place for us in Faerie. But there was some good news today. Queen Shay arrived just in time because Olivia gave birth to twin girls this morning making us both—as the humans would say—grandmothers. Aria and Carys are so beautiful, and I cannot wait to watch them grow, but I was even more overjoyed to see the glow on my son’s face when he became a father. He looked just like his father did on the day he was born.

      —A

      

      “1864, huh?” I muse. “I’m like… Damon Salvatore old. Sorta.”

      “What?” Geminia says.

      “He’s a character in a TV show.”

      “We don’t age like humans do, Aria.”

      “Yes, I know.” I touch my temple. “My worldview is still more human than faerie. I’m sure it won’t be so weird once my memories have completely returned.”

      Absently, I flip to the last entry.

      “How long did Amberle live?” I ask, but frown when I see the date. 1869.

      But I don’t hear Geminia’s answer because my eyes catch on the words of the last entry:

      

      The specifics of King Estelar’s vow are too sensitive to put into writing, but my son, King North, and little Princess Aria, and every king or queen of the Raven Court after them must know what Rion’s father did for us. For this reason, I have recorded the information on a winter disc.

      —A

      

      “Just you?” Geminia says. “Not Carys too?”

      I shrug. I have no idea why my sister wasn’t included in this last entry. “What’s a winter disc?”

      “I don’t know,” Geminia says, riffling through the contents of the trunk. She pulls out stacks of old-looking papers, while I lift out delicate fabrics. One is blue with silver embroidery. Standing up, I drop the folds, revealing a gown. The neckline is high, but the back dips low. I glance at Amberle’s portrait and realize that her clothing had to accommodate her beautiful wings. Hence, the low back. I look at the dress in my hands. With my thumbs, I trace over the silver vines stitched throughout the bodice. They wind and curl, then trail down the skirts.

      “This is beautiful,” I say, holding it up to myself.

      My sister pauses to look at me. “You should wear it to your coronation.”

      Stepping over to the vanity, I hold it against myself, imagining how it will look and what Tien’s expression will be when he sees it—

      If they make it in time. General Luto and the others were so adamant that it happen quickly, waiting for Tien and Sterling and Iris to return wasn’t important. I think it has something to do with them not trusting Carys and wanting me to have equal power as a counterbalance.

      Carefully, I drape the dress over a chair, then go back to the trunk and see the shoebox sized box discarded on the floor. Sitting cross-legged, I lift the box onto my lap and remove the lid.

      Inside is a flat, dark gray, round stone. It’s heavy, almost like a gym weight without the hole in the middle. And it’s cold.

      “A winter disc,” Geminia says quietly.

      “How do you think it works?” I ask. “Like a vinyl?” I look around. “Is there a record player in here?”

      Geminia frowns. She has no clue what I’m talking about.

      Moving the box from my lap, I stand up with the disc, then walk to the coffee table—or what looks like a coffee table—near the plush chairs and place the disc on it. Then I stand with my hands on my hips and stare at it.

      Geminia joins me with the journal in her hands, flipping through pages. “She doesn’t say how, just that she recorded the information on the disc.”

      “Hmm…” I tilt my head to look at the side of the disc. Maybe there’s some type of button or something, but I see nothing.

      “Winter disc…” my sister mutters to herself. “Could it be recorded with winter magic?”

      “Winter magic,” I say, thinking through what I know of winter magic. “Ice, cold…”

      “Shadows,” Geminia says.

      Everyone is calling the magic that stole my memories, shadow magic. More and more, I’m becoming suspicious that I’m somehow connected to winter magic—to the winter fae. First, the cold doesn’t bother me, and second, I have the power to wield shadows. Shadow magic. Winter magic. But I can’t get distracted. One thing at a time.

      “It probably looks like some sort of apparition, or hallucination,” Geminia says.

      A famous movie quote pops into my head, ‘This is our most desperate hour. Help me, Obi-Wan Kenobi. You’re my only hope.’

      “Or a hologram,” I say to myself.

      “Hmm?”

      “But that doesn’t help us figure out how to watch it!” I throw my hands up in frustration, then lean toward the disc. “Could you just show us whatever it is that you have recorded?”

      And just like that scene in Star Wars, a miniature hologram of what must be Amberle flashes into existence. She looks just like her portrait. Long white hair, dragonfly wings that absently move, and a tiny glowing pendant around her neck. I touch the real-life sunbeam around mine.

      “This message is only for the king or queen of the Raven Court. It’s something only a crowned royal can have access to, as its truths are too sensitive and sacred for the eyes on anyone with less responsibility. If you are not a king or queen, or if you have not yet been crowned—” The tiny queen winks as if she knows I’m watching and haven’t been crowned yet. “Then this message cannot be viewed.”

      The hologram shuts off. Amberle disappears.

      It’s frustrating I can’t watch the message now. But I’m suddenly glad the council insisted on having the coronation so soon.
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TIEN

        

      

    

    
      I frown when I see another skeleton tree surrounded by grayish sludge. The further we’ve traveled, the more we’ve seen the full extent of the damage. While it was more concentrated where we witnessed the initial, immediate destruction and we’ve seen plenty of living forest since then, too much of the Winter Court has died.

      Faerie isn’t supposed to die. She isn’t mortal like the human realm. It’s not natural to see one dead or dying tree, let alone an entire forest.

      Iris’s laugh draws my attention and I glance up to see Sterling removing something from her hair. A twig or leaf or something. Her smile drops when the two of them lock eyes—

      I clear my throat and both heads snap toward me, breaking the moment. I see what’s happening between them, but it isn’t wise. They know it too.

      Sterling drops his hand, then walks toward the dead tree, finally seeing it. He reaches out a hand to touch the trunk, running his fingers along it. Iris steps toward it too, her eyes filled with sadness.

      But seeing the two of them together, side-by-side, a star fae and a full fae, gives me pause. They’re mourning the same thing. Their goals on this journey are the same. Iris might be a full fae, but in the short time I’ve known her, she has not done a single thing to a star fae who didn’t deserve it. Wolf Beechriver deserved it. She still possesses her magic, but has never used it to harm one of us. She has always been in the service of Princess Aria. Always done what was best for her and Faerie even to the point of accompanying the princess in her quest for change.

      Could there be others like her? Other full fae who do not seek to destroy the greater population of fae who are part human? Iris is proof that it’s not only possible, but likely.

      Directing my attention to the tree again, I contemplate the dead forest behind us. Perhaps there’s a better way to protect my kind from those who would hurt us, seeing what it does to our realm. To our home.

      Perhaps there’s another way.
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        * * *

      

      Never has a journey felt too long, yet not long enough. While I’m anxious to get back to the Raven Court to see her, everything has changed. Or rather, my memories have returned, reminding me of the reality.

      Aria is a crown princess of Faerie and I’m merely the Captain of the Guard. Our stations are miles apart. But does that matter? After everything we’ve gone through, does it matter anymore?

      We wind up the Ohm Mountains canyon. It’s the same canyon I brought Aria through when I kidnapped her and forced her to be her sister. She was angry, but we wouldn’t be here now if I hadn’t done something as despicable as taking who I thought was a human into Faerie.

      We’ve stayed off the main path, walking below, near where the tiny unnamed stream meets with the Carbonne Channel. We don’t want our presence to be known just yet.

      “We’ve seen more fae than I think I’ve ever seen in this pass,” Sterling whispers and gestures at the caravan of what look like spring fae nobility up ahead. Another group headed toward the Raven Court.

      “They must be traveling to the coronation,” Iris says, walking next to my brother. I’m a few paces behind them.

      “We should hurry,” Sterling says, glancing back at me. “Who knows what is going on in the Raven Court palace. Why wouldn’t they wait until we’re back?” The second question is to Iris. “Aria sent you to travel with us. She must know we’re coming.”

      “Perhaps it wasn’t her choice,” Iris says. “Besides, it’s better for everyone that she becomes queen quickly after everything that has happened.”

      “Yes, but I imagine she wants us there,” Sterling says. “All of us.” His eyes linger on her.

      “We’re getting close,” Iris says, smiling back at him. “And since we’re still seeing groups of fae pass by, we might be just in time for the fun.”

      “Ha! The fun.” Sterling swings his hand and grips hers in the motion, clutching it tightly.

      Seeing it makes my chest tighten. Their ease with one another. Their playfulness. Part of it is Sterling’s nature. I was never lighthearted like him.

      But my brother turns serious and looks back at me. “Things might get ugly, right, Brother?”

      “We won’t know until we get there, but what Queen Carys did to Princess Aria and everything that happened afterward, followed by Queen Silver’s treachery? I fear we might walk into a war between star fae and the full fae.”

      Sterling drops Iris’s hand as the reality of their situation sets in. They both might be of equal class—both are servants to royals—but Iris is an autumn fae, and Sterling is star fae.

      But seeing them, knowing her and everything she has done for my brother and I. Knowing everything she has done for Aria? Now I believe their differences shouldn’t stop them from being together. Sterling and Iris could be a paradigm for the masses. An example of how star fae and full fae can coexist in harmony… and even love.
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ARIA

        

      

    

    
      I wish I had some gum and one of those vintage rotating electric fans like Julia Roberts did in Runaway Bride as Hillbap readies me for my coronation. I’ve spent the last couple of days laying low with my siblings—as I requested—resting and readying myself for what is to come. I may not have as much time with them once I’m crowned queen.

      Well… the other queen.

      Maybe that should put me at ease knowing that the weight of Faerie doesn’t solely rest on me, even though I’m not on speaking terms with Carys.

      My palms are clammy and beads of sweat dance nervously across my brow and part of me is ready to bolt, riding off into the distance on the back of a horse—just like Julia Roberts did.

      Of course, I wouldn’t ride on just any horse. I’d run to Madseok. But my eyes are drawn to the silver vined, deep-blue dress I wear. Amberle’s dress. And my plans of running away are dashed because I would never do anything to ruin this timeless heirloom.

      The dress is even more beautiful with it on.

      The sleeves reach my wrists, laying across the back of my hand and the neckline reaches up just below my chin.

      I didn’t realize just how low the back sat. Far below where a bra strap would be.

      “Can we do anything about this?” I ask Hillbap, turning in the mirror and pointing at my exposed skin. “Something to, I don’t know, cover me a little more?” If Maeve were here, she could grow something, but Hillbap isn’t a spring fae.

      My maid twists her mouth, thinking a moment. Then she lifts a finger and rushes to my wardrobe.

      “What about this?” She removes the hood from the cloak Peridot gave me in Rosewind, then gestures that I turn around. Stepping on her stool again, she attaches the iridescent cloak across my shoulders and my breath catches. In the mirror, I watch the way the stardust-like material moves and contrasts against the sapphire fabric of my dress. Similar to the way, I imagine, Amberle’s wings looked when she wore it.

      It’s stunning.

      I look… like a queen. Borrowing my grandmother’s dress was the right choice and my thoughts thankfully wander to her. What occasion did she wear this dress? Was it a happy one? Was she already a queen?

      Did the fae she loved—King Orion—see her in it?

      My mood dampens. There has been no word from Tien and the others. I’m certain that Iris found them, but perhaps Tien’s injuries were too great for a healer. Perhaps traveling is too difficult.

      With the coronation happening in only a few hours, there’s little hope he’ll make it. I wanted him to be a part of it. I wanted to see the familiar faces of Sterling and Iris in the crowd to calm my nerves. But even almost-queens don’t get everything they want.

      I’ll send someone to search for them if they don’t return soon.

      “Don’t let them see your distress,” Hillbap says as she weaves my hair into something regal, as she said. “Keep your chin up and a smile on your face.”

      I force a smile.

      “And then, after the ceremony, the festivities will begin!” Hillbap adds. “The grand revel is predicted to last for weeks!”

      “Weeks?” I lament.

      “But I’ll be here for all of it!”

      It’s Carys. I didn’t hear her come in, but she misheard my tone. Maybe assuming that I don’t want to party and mingle with the fae for weeks and would rather go back to the forest or the ride on the sea.

      “Go away,” I say.

      Truthfully, I wish to get to my duties as soon as I can. I wish to begin my rule. I wish to use my authority to help the fae and find a way to save Faerie.

      She ignores me and walks into the view of my mirror. She’s ready. She looks like a queen, but her dress is more muted and simpler. It’s the color of fog with a round neckline and long sleeves. The skirt reaches the floor, but falls straight, and its only embellishments are a few gemstones across the bodice and along the hemline. And her hair is a simple crown braid around her head, with a small tiara tucked inside it.

      Carys is dressed to step back while I take the spotlight today. How very kind of her.

      We’ll see if it lasts.

      “I haven’t seen you since the council meeting,” she says.

      “I’ve been avoiding you,” I blurt, but don’t take it back. “I’ve been spending time with the siblings I forgot I had.”

      She ducks her head and studies her hands before clasping them both behind her. “I came to apologize.”

      I whip around to face her straight on. Hillbap is forced to move with me since she’s still working on my hair.

      “For what?” My eyes narrow.

      “For… everything.” She walks closer. “I shouldn’t have done what I did. I had my reasons, but—”

      “What reasons?” I snap. “You didn’t want to share the crown with your sister and the only thing you could think of was to get rid of her? Was that the reason?”

      “Aria, I—”

      “At least you didn’t outright murder me, right?” I stand to face her, hoping that all this moving didn’t completely mess up the hairdo Hillbap has painstakingly crafted.

      “I did it to protect you!” Carys shouts with nostrils flared. She fists her hands at her sides.

      I step back.

      “I did it to protect you,” she says, quieter. Calmer. With a voice filled with remorse.

      “How?” I grit my teeth to prevent the flow of tears and keep them clenched when I ask, “How did that protect me?

      We’re both silent for a few moments when Hillbap says, “Princess?”

      Carys gestures that I should sit again, but doesn’t move to leave.

      I sit and allow Hillbap to ascertain the mess I’ve made while Carys rounds my chair to face me.

      “There were whispers of a threat from the Underwater Court,” she begins. “We didn’t have enough information to stop it, but they wanted to hurt the royal family. I tried to stop you from going out on the sea with Sterling one night.” She’s close to tears.

      “I remember.” Although that happened long before she made that bargain with Queen Silver. “I thought you were worried about the storm.”

      “Thankfully, nothing happened that night, but then you suddenly cared about your duties as a princess and went on endless trips with Captain Firetail and that raven girl you picked up. Father dismissed the threats and planned a trip to Stardale, taking the quickest route, by sea.”

      “That’s when his ship sank.”

      “You remember?”

      “Only a little.”

      “But then, right when we were supposed to unite to keep the actions of the Underwater Court from spreading to the rest of the courts, you and I began to divide.” Carys paces as she speaks. “Our views didn’t align with one another and… and…”

      “You sent me away to fix things.”

      She nods as tears stream down her face.

      “That doesn’t make it okay,” I say.

      “I was going to bring you back! As soon as I was crowned and extinguished more whisperings of uprisings and threats, and tearing apart the Raven Court all together, I was going to bring you back.”

      “But then you were captured, and the Raven Court nearly fell apart anyway.” I haven’t felt Hillbap’s hands in my hair for several moments, so I stand again.

      “Yes, but things worked out.”

      “Only after I came back without my memories and made a bigger mess! Carys, the palace was attacked because of me! That would have never happened if I knew who I was and if you were here with me!” I mimic her earlier posture by fisting my hands at my sides. “Then neither of us would have been trapped by the Winter Queen and we wouldn’t have been sent to the human realm.”

      “Yes, I see that now. Making that bargain was not the answer. But Aria,” she says and walks toward me and places both hands on my shoulders, “now the Winter Queen is powerless and imprisoned by us, let’s go crown you the other queen of Faerie and set things right.”

      I still don’t know if I believe her, or if I’ve forgiven her for what she’s done. But until I’m officially queen, I can’t fix anything.
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      When we arrive at the Raven Court palace, the hiding is over, so we march right up the front steps—all bedraggled and pathetic-looking from our long journey. Fortunately, I recognize those guarding the doors. General Luto and Sergeant Finch are in deep conversation.

      Relief washes over me, knowing they are the fae allowing entrance to such a potentially perilous event. In front of them is a tall grundel poised with a pen and parchment who greets us, saying, “State your name and court.”

      I chuckle. The general and sergeant haven’t recognized us yet. I look behind me at Sterling and Iris.

      “A queen’s coronation is no laughing matter,” General Luto chides as he walks away from Sergeant Finch to approach us.

      I clear my throat. “Yes, General. My name is Captain Tien Firetail of the Raven Cour—”

      I’m wrapped in a crushing hug before I can finish my sentence.

      “Captain!” The general pulls away and grips my shoulder. “Come! Come inside.” He hands over his duties to Sergeant Finch, then ushers us just inside the palace. “Princess Aria has been anxious for your arrival. All of you. She’ll be glad you made it on time.” He aims a teal eyebrow at me. “I admit I didn’t recognize you looking so…” He waves a hand up and down.

      “You don’t have to say it,” I finish for him.

      “The coronation will begin shortly, but you have time to clean up and change your clothes.” The general snaps his fingers at some waiting staff who rush over and lead away Sterling and Iris, but holds a finger up, gesturing to the others to wait a moment.

      “What is it, General?” I ask, sensing he wishes to tell me something.

      He levels a gaze at me. “There was an incident.”

      My heart jolts as my adrenaline spikes, but I manage to keep my composure and my sudden anxiety hidden. “What happened?”

      “Queen Carys and Princess Aria met with the council when they returned and were joined by Queen Silver rather… unexpectedly.”

      I pump my jaw and clench my fists, but keep my tone even when I repeat, “What. Happened.”

      “I was not in attendance, but I’m told the events of the High Queen and the Winter Queen’s part in the betrayal of Princess Aria was revealed. What happened next is unclear, but resulted in Queen Carys taking the magic of Queen Silver.”

      I frown.

      “The Winter Queen was then quickly ushered away and into the Raven Court dungeon until it can be determined what to do with her.”

      I step backward and grip my chin. I heard the latter part of his report, but what he said before it clicks something into place. The sudden and quick death of hundreds of trees in the Winter Court. It wasn’t the result of many fae having their power stripped, as Sterling and I considered, but the consequence of the magic taken from one with very powerful magic.

      There must be another way to keep my kind safe from the ones who would hurt us.

      The general snaps his fingers to capture the attention of the fae patiently waiting to take me to get cleaned and changed. I follow him, but my thoughts are spinning.

      What would happen if a star fae chose to take the magic from several powerful fae? I consider, but the answer is obvious and unimaginable. It would be catastrophic.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I haven’t seen her yet, but that is the way of these things. Hide the bride—or the almost-queen—from the audience until the moment we’ve all come for. Still, my heart dances inside my chest and I feel almost whole now that I’ve had a proper bath and am dressed in my silver adorned black uniform again. It doesn’t fit as well as it once did, but I didn’t wish to find a spring fae to fix it. I wouldn’t miss this moment, not even for a well-fitting suit.

      “Captain,” General Luto plucks me from the back and guides me forward. “You should be up front with the other guards.”

      I nearly protest, wanting to watch from obscurity as Aria becomes queen. I don’t want her to see me, at least not yet. But I know the general is right, and follow him forward.

      “First, I need a quick word,” he says, leading me out a side entrance and into a vacant hallway.

      Oh no. What else does he need to tell me? I wonder and pray to Vejo he isn’t about to tell me that Queen Carys unleashed her wrath upon King Carpus, killing half of the Autumn Court, too. Or worse. That something has happened to Aria.

      Hopefully, General Luto only wishes to inform me about the security measures put into place for the coronation, something I should be privy to. But we continue walking and veer off into one of the lesser used corridors, then through a hidden passageway behind a bust of a long-dead king.

      “Tell me she’s safe,” I say. “Tell me nothing else is wrong.”

      General Luto smiles. “She’s safe. Everything is in place and arranged for a successful event. The council has been working day and night to ensure this coronation will remind all of Faerie about which court is the ruler.”

      I take a deep breath. I fully trust the general, but his words ease my mind nonetheless. Still, the edge of his voice as he speaks hides something. There’s something deeper in his words that can’t be read on the surface.

      The general pauses, watching my expression. “Aria will be crowned a High Queen of Faerie, but she won’t be ruling alongside Carys like King North and Queen Olivia planned.” Another pause. “Aria will be crowned, but right after, we intend to strip Carys of her title. She’ll no longer be a queen.”
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      For all the fuss over my hair, when Hillbap finished, she laid the twist over my shoulder. It’s much more elaborate than my usual, hurried twist, and she’s decorated it with sparkling jewels and tiny blue flowers, but I’m grateful I still look like me.

      “It’s time,” Carys says.

      I stand and take a deep breath. This is it.

      Carys offers a hand. I hesitate. She’s done so much to hurt me and although she’s had several opportunities to make it right, to tell me what she did and undo it, she waited until Queen Silver told me before she showed any remorse.

      But she’s still my sister.

      And we must show solidarity if we are to keep the Raven Court together as the high court. Only then can I hope to save Faerie.

      I walk toward her and loop my arm through hers, then we leave the room together.

      Four guards escort us to the throne room. Two in front and two in back. As we draw closer, I hear the muffled murmur of hundreds of voices chatting. I knew this would happen in front of a crowd, but it’s feeling more and more real the closer we get. Especially since I feel so regal wearing my grandmother’s dress and necklace. My grandmother who was once a queen.

      When we reach the entrance to the throne room, Carys turns to me. “I’ll go in first to announce you,” she says. “Your escort—likely General Luto—will tell you when it’s time for your entrance.”

      I nod. My throat is too tight to respond.

      Carys doesn’t go in right away. Instead, she studies me. Then her mouth twitches and she says, “We should have done this together. Being crowned, I mean. I felt so guilty when they crowned me. In fact, right after, I wanted to undo it all.”

      “Why didn’t you?” I whisper. She’s never told me this before.

      “Too many excuses.”

      When I don’t say more, Carys reaches up to move a piece of invisible hair in front of my face back into place. Then she smiles weakly and turns to walk inside.

      I wring my hands, then brush the clamminess from my palms onto my skirts. Then I wring my hands again. The guards remain where they are, staying alert to the surroundings, but giving me privacy with their backs turned away whilst I freak out and try to slow my racing heart.

      Carys tried to calm me, but I wish someone else was here to hold my hand while I become a queen—

      “Aria.” It’s barely a whisper and my back is turned, but I’d recognize his voice from my grave.

      Oh, my wish has been granted in the best way.

      I whip around and meet the electric green eyes I’ve thought about in every waking moment and all the moments in between since the day they were ripped from my life.

      He takes me in too, and heat rushes into my cheeks.

      Suddenly, nothing else matters. Not the coronation, not my sister’s betrayal, the Winter Queen, or revel that’s supposed to last for weeks. Not my new-found sense of responsibility for my title, not even my restored memories, or the fact that I suddenly have brothers and sisters. Or that I finally have the home I always longed for.

      It’s just me and him. Aria… and Tien. Alone—but not really alone.

      His face looks different. Thinned to the point that the angles of his jaw and cheekbones are accentuated. And his black uniform looks too loose, as if he’s borrowed it from a more muscular fae.

      My self-consciousness is gone and replaced by concern for him. But when I step toward him with an outreached hand and a question on my lips to demand he tell me who or what did this to him—probably the trows—he stops me. Electricity buzzes along the fingers he holds as he guides my arm back to my side.

      “I should have saved you,” I blurt, closing my eyes to fight the tears that come as disappointment and rejection and despair threaten to bloom in my chest. “I should have known. I should have found a way to extend my shadows or save you and her.” I’m rambling, but I must get this out. He must know how much that moment has torn me from the inside out. “I should have let them take me, I never should—”

      “You did what was best for Faerie,” he whispers. “It was the right thing to do.”

      A tear from each eye escapes and slowly glide down my face.

      “Princess, it’s time.”

      My eyes fly open. His tone was all business. All grumpy, stoic, duty-fulfilling captain-of-the-guard authoritative, but his expression is on the verge of crumbling. His eyes glisten as they hold mine.

      I wish to reach out again, but don’t dare.

      He called me Princess. He’s never called me that. Does that mean he remembers? Does that mean… have things changed between us? I pray for a flash of memory. How we were before. Anything that tells me he could love me even though I’m a royal. But the only thing that comes are snippets of expressions and chiding when he only saw me as a flighty princess.

      If he reads my thoughts, he doesn’t show it. “Are you ready?”

      I’m not, but there’s no telling if he’d want to be with me if I refused my crown. Perhaps too much has happened. Perhaps everything that has happened is too much. My throat is tight, but even if I could speak, I can’t lie with my words.

      So, I lie with my actions and nod once.

      Two guards hold the doors wide open for my entrance. I cross the threshold alone and the audience rises from their seats. I don’t need to look to know Captain Firetail is only a few steps behind me, but he might as well be an entire realm away.
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      My eyes scan the crowd as we anxiously await our princess to enter the room. I search for any threat, any danger, but only see wide smiles and happy chattering amongst the star fae.

      My memory of Carys’s coronation is crisp. Similarly doting fans awaited her arrival, but didn’t they believe the two princesses were one? Didn’t they attribute all their memories of Aria and Carys to be that of Carys alone?

      The thought infuriates me, filling me with burning anger and twisted horror that I did not see it for what it was. That I, Captain Firetail, was just as vulnerable to an attack that erased the most lovely fae I’ve ever had the pleasure of knowing.

      Was their excitement and star-struck enthusiasm because of the Aria part of their memories? Or did they truly love Carys for who she really is?

      The Elmwhisk princes and princesses sit on the front row, exactly as they did at Carys’s coronation. I want to find something different about this situation, but only find similarities.

      I jump at the unexpected leap of strings from the orchestra to my left. I’m still deaf in that ear and the sudden noise blasting in my right ear startled me when I heard no shuffling or preparing of the musicians to warn me.

      I feel General Luto’s eyes on me. I keep my composure, holding my back straight and my shoulders square, but he approaches.

      “Queen Carys will arrive first to announce Aria,” he says in my right ear. “Will you escort the princess?”

      My heart constricts. Escort the princess? First, I had hoped to hide in the crowd during this event. I’m not ready to see her yet. Then, General Luto insisted that I stand on the dais, and now he wishes me to escort her? To let her see me before all of Faerie sees her?

      When I don’t answer right away, the general repeats himself. “Go. Escort our future queen.”

      Keeping my spine straight and my head held high, I make my way out a side entrance to meet Aria at the main doors.

      Her back is turned. Her golden hair seems to glow, and her cloak sparkles in the light of the sconces in the hallway.

      My steps are silent to my ear, but surely, she hears my approach. She’ll turn at any moment. She’s bound to…

      But she’s so lost in her own thoughts, she doesn’t turn.

      I want to pause this moment and stay in it forever. Watching her as she contemplates her future as a queen. That future waiting for her on the other side of those doors. I want to pause this moment and never leave it, keeping my last moment with her the freshest. When we thought she was a human with no royal ties. When I didn’t know she was my future queen and I her loyal servant.

      I don’t want to know what comes next.

      But then I see the tension and fear that tightens her shoulders, and the way she wrings her hands together, and I know I must break this moment. I must say something. I must give her comfort.

      Princess is what I mean to say, but “Aria” is what comes out.

      She spins around, her bluebell-colored eyes darting to mine immediately.

      And I forget how to breathe.

      My eyes trail over the smooth skin of her cheeks and pink lips that I know and recognize intimately.

      How did I not realize who she was? I wonder as her face colors, and she steps toward me with an arm reached out. Darting a quick glance at the guards around us, I instinctively move her arm back to her side. Not here. Not now.

      “I should have saved you,” she says, closing her eyes.

      Saved me? How could—

      “I should have known,” she continues. “I should have found a way to extend my shadows or save you and her.”

      No, Aria. She’s talking about when the trows’ took me and she was only able to save herself and Queen Carys. You’re wrong! The image of Aria protecting me instead and watching as she was led as a prisoner into the trow’s mound fills me with horror. I barely survived it. There’s no possible way—

      “I should have let them take me,” her voice breaks. I can’t let her torture herself like this. “I never should—”

      “You did what was best for Faerie,” I interrupt, but my voice fails me and comes out too soft. But lost memories or not, saving herself and her sister—as wretched as she might be… “It was the right thing to do.”

      Two tears emerge from the corners of her eyes. I want to wipe them away and pull her into my arms, but I receive an expectant look from one of the guards in the hallway. He’s sympathetic, but he’s right.

      They’re waiting for her.

      And the reality of our situation hits me like the clubbed-fist of a div. She’s Princess Aria, and in only moments she’ll be a queen. She’s no longer the innocent human girl with no responsibilities or fealty to Faerie who I recklessly brought through the portal. If I thought falling for a human was impossible and foolish, falling for a queen is tenfold worse.

      She and I together isn’t possible.

      Not ever.

      Leaning into my training, my ability to push human emotion aside to best perform my duties, I steel my expression and say, “Princess, it’s time.”

      Her eyes fly open, but I can’t read her expression.

      I hate that I can’t read her face and nearly lose my resolve, but force myself to speak again. “Are you ready?”

      The princess nods and the guards open the doors. No longer is she mine alone to behold. With her head held high, Princess Aria walks through the doors and on her way to her throne.
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      When I near the front of the room, I walk up the steps to the platform, where two identical thrones sit. Each is draped with fine ivory silks and sprinkled with the red-orange flower petals of forever blooms. Carys stands to the side of one and offers a reassuring smile as I near her. I don’t return the smile. My heart hammers with too much anxiety and heartbreak. It takes all my power to keep my face from crumbling, and my feet from sprinting from the room.

      I’m comforted to see General Luto standing just behind Carys next to three council members I recognize, including Duke Flint Islandwort. The general accepted me when he thought I was merely human. Catching my gaze, he nods slightly in a humble bow.

      When I reach the other throne, my throne, I touch Amberle’s crystalized sunbeam around my neck and breathe a silent prayer to my ancestor for strength. Then, as practiced, I turn slowly to face my subjects and my heart lightens more.

      The princes and princesses—my brothers and sisters—sit on the front rows. I catch a smile from Geminia and a wink from Celeste. Ophi and Sage sit on the edges of their seats and seem to struggle remaining still, but Virgil sits tall, acting all grown up. Piz looks comfortable in his seat as a prince of Faerie without the responsibilities that fall on me and Carys.

      I glance back at my twin. Maybe she’s right. Maybe I’ll see the good in ruling by her side and forgive her. Perhaps it’s best that we will rule together and share the burden.

      What was the saying we used to recite?

      

      If a King and Queen can rule together…

      …then why not two sisters?

      

      Tien moves just behind me—opposite of the general—but I can’t bring myself to look at him. I can’t melt into a puddle of tears because everything has suddenly changed between us. I won’t crumble while I’m in front of everyone.

      Carys steps forward, raising both arms outreached toward the crowd. The room quiets, then she lowers them.

      “Before we begin, I wish to say something,” Carys says, her tone penitent. “The reason you forgot about Aria—that she was a princess and her very existence—was due to my actions.”

      I hear a few gasps, but most of the faces show no signs of shock that they didn’t already know.

      “I made a bargain with the Winter Queen that yielded many more consequences than I anticipated,” she continues. “It was foolish and disloyal, and I feel great remorse even though I did what I thought was best for all.” My sister turns to look at me briefly. I meet her gaze but hold my neutral expression.

      Queen Carys turns back toward the audience. “I hope to earn the forgiveness of Faerie and my sister someday, and I hope that today is a start toward that reparation as we crown Aria Elmwhisk as a rightful queen of Faerie.”

      The crowd erupts into cheers and applause. It surprises me so much it brings tears to my eyes. I thought I was disliked. I certainly gave them reason to doubt my seriousness and flippancy toward my duties.

      Carys seems surprised because she takes a half step backwards.

      When the cheers quiet, she continues. “When I was crowned, Meris Vallen, of the council, led the proceedings. But I will lead them for my beloved sister.”

      She said it would show solidarity and atonement for what she’s done by leading the ceremony. I feel like it’s just a show, but allowed it anyway.

      A star fae with hooves for feet walks into the room with a cushion holding a crown. Just like in the movies. As he walks down the aisle, the circlet catches the light, illuminating and revealing several different colors. I see that it looks very different from Carys’s simple three-peaked tiara.

      “In the past, the courts have presented their new sovereign with gifts representative of their court and connection with the high court,” Carys says when the fae is halfway to the platform. “For the coronation of my sister, the gifts have been in the creation of her crown. It’s adorned with symbols and imbued with the magic of each court.”

      Several gasps ripple through the room.

      The fae with the crown walks up the steps and turns, then lifts the cushion for all to see.

      Large, pink and white Underwater Court pearls rest on the tip of each peak, while Winter Court ice creates an intricate filigree that forms the base. In the center are blooming Spring Court flowers and golden leaves from Autumn. It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen. While my head often pulls movie scenes from my experiences in Faerie, for the first time, it’s gone blank.

      Summer light magic swirls around it, causing the entirety of it to sparkle and glow. It’s truly magical.

      The fae moves off to the side and Carys gestures that I raise my right hand, then I recite the words I’ve memorized:

      “I, Aria Elmwhisk, pledge my heart and soul to this realm. As queen, I shall uphold the sanctity of the land and its creatures—”

      Visions of dead, gray forests intrude on my thoughts, and my breath catches. Steeling myself, I continue.

      “With each breath, I shall cherish the beauty and magic of our realm, guarding it against harm.”

      My scalp tingles with the emotion of my words. I can better help Faerie as her queen. I’m pledging that I will.

      “To the Summer, Winter, Spring, Autumn, and Underwater Courts, I offer my allegiance.”

      Pressure, like someone standing on my shoulders threatens to push me through the floor, and the space between my shoulder blades—on either side of my spine—feels like pin pricks. I bite the inside of my cheek to stop myself from squirming to rid the feeling.

      “I shall listen to your counsel, honor your traditions, and work tirelessly to foster unity among our diverse and vibrant courts.”

      Sweeping my eyes over the crowd, they stop when I see poppy-red hair.

      Iris.

      When I catch her gaze, she offers a reassuring smile. Meeting her and pulling her into the fold of my circle is direct proof that I’ve already begun to foster unity despite our differences.

      “Grant me the wisdom to govern with fairness and compassion.”

      I added that line and feel the bondage of it. It’s not heavy, but terrifies me knowing how much it goes against the nature of the fae. Still, so many things would not have happened if previous rulers had vowed the same.

      Next to Iris stands Sterling—the reason I added it in the first place. He’s here. He’s alive. His hero hair—as my foster dad, Blake once called it—is still intact. Sterling is the fae who taught me about compassion both before and after my memories were stolen. The fae who helped me become a better human. My best friend.

      “By the spirit of Vejo, I accept the crown.” Goosebumps skitter down my arms and legs, and the pricking in my back intensifies. It’s becoming unbearably uncomfortable.

      Carefully, Carys takes the crown from the cushion and stands in front of me.

      I’m grateful for the excuse to move and wish I could rush over to the wall and rub my irritated back against it like a bear does to a tree trunk, but I resist, and I kneel as she places the crown on my head.

      I feel like a bucket of water has been poured over my head the instant Carys lets go. I gasp as a sensation of hot and cold, of life and death, of tingling magic rushes from my skull and over every inch of me.

      When it passes, I regain my composure and stand. The weight of this crown is nothing compared to every other feeling.

      “You didn’t tell me about that part,” I say.

      Carys frowns in confusion. She steps back while I finish my speech.

      “May our realm flourish under my rule. By the unity of the courts and the strength of the fae, let our realm thrive.” The discomfort between my shoulder blades has only grown worse, so I hurry through the rest. “As queen, I will work tirelessly to ensure the bond between fae and land remains unbreakable.”

      I lift both hands high, gesturing that my speech is finished, and the room erupts again. This time, I catch glimpses of light thrown across the room, and several shadows dart past. Vines grow from the corner of the ceiling and the wall, pushing themselves outward and downward until autumn magic captures the leaves, turning them vibrant colors of red and gold.

      It’s not just star fae who celebrate, but I wonder how many fae are among the crowd forming these celebratory creations.

      I sense Carys moving to stand next to me, showing the realm their two high queens standing side-by-side. In unity.

      I shouldn’t look at him. It could ruin my mood and show on my face, but I turn to Tien. I can’t read his expression, but his eyebrows pinch with concern. His eyes dart to my back—

      “I present to you, Queen Aria Elmwhisk,” Duke Flint Islandwort says.

      Goosebumps dance across my arms and a thrill runs from my crown to my heel. Queen Aria Elmwisk. It sounds so… fantastical. I was just getting used to being called Princess, and now I’m a queen.

      The audience erupts again. The duke allows it to go on for several moments before lifting his hands to quiet the room.

      When they do, he speaks again. “When the eldest royals were born, Queen Aria and Carys, King North and Queen Olivia decided they would someday rule together as sisters.” He uses small hand gestures as he speaks. “Both as high queens of Faerie. Many thought this was potentially problematic for the monarchy and advised that only one be named the crown princess, but the king and queen insisted. They wanted nothing to come between the sisters.”

      The throne room has become quiet. It seems that the duke is merely telling our origin story, but I sense there is something else. His tone feels… off.

      “For over a century, as we watched the twin princesses grow, it seemed those worries were false. That perhaps the twins had more human blood than faerie and could truly rule together. But there were still naysayers.”

      Duke Islandwort’s hand gestures have become more animated, and I feel like I’m watching the backstage production of a courtroom drama.

      “At the behest of the Council, King Estelar placed a provision on the queens’ rule.”

      The other council members on the platform move to stand next to Duke Islandwort. General Luto and Tien move too. General Luto directly behind Carys and Tien behind me.

      “What’s going on?” I ask Carys, but she doesn’t respond. She’s gone still.

      I ask Tien the same without turning around, but he doesn’t seem to hear me. Or he is ignoring me.

      “Decades before his death, the king ordered that if one princess attempted to take the throne from the other without mutual agreement, then that princess would not be fit to rule.” The duke glances at Carys, who attempts to step backward, but General Luto stops her and holds her in place.

      “For a long time, it looked like Princess Carys wished to rule, to carry the burden of the high queen, and Princess Aria wished to step aside or remain in the shadows. But before her memories were erased, and she was banished to the human world, Princess Aria rose up to her role.”

      Duke Islandwort turns to look at Carys. “Queen Aria did not acquiesce,” he says. “She did not willingly give up her right as queen. You took it from her, Carys Elmwhisk. And that… is treason.”

      The room erupts again, but instead of cheers, there are hushed whispers and shouts of anger.

      “By the power of Faerie,” the council says in unison.

      But I’ve stopped listening because the itch in my back has turned painful. I crumble to my knees, but Tien catches me before I drop too far. Despite losing muscle from his time in the trows’ lair, his hands are strong. With one clutching my waist and the other gripping my elbow, he keeps me upright.

      What is happening? Are they taking the crown from me too? The feeling that washed over me moments ago when I was crowned a queen of faerie was exhilarating. Is this what it feels to have to have it taken away? Was I only meant to be queen for a few moments? Duke Islandwort didn’t say anything about my plots in the past, but shouldn’t I be stripped of the title too?

      I look at Carys. Tears stream down her cheeks and the general places a steady hand on her elbow, but she doesn’t look about ready to collapse. Not like I feel.

      “By the magic that imbues the rivers and mountains and deserts,” the council continues together. “We hereby strip Carys Elmswhisk of the crown.”

      Then alone, Duke Islandwort says, “You are no longer a queen of Faerie.”

      And my back explodes.
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ARIA

        

      

    

    
      My thoughts fade before they can form. My eyes catch on nothing because… I see nothing but a subtle, all-pervading radiant light that seems to emanate from every point and none simultaneously. It bathes everything in a soft, shining glow, casting a gentle, undulating luminance upon the infinite expanse.

      Am I dead? I wonder, but a sound—if it can be called that—that lacks direction creates a symphony of harmonious ripples that resonate with my very being, instead of my ears.

      It’s difficult to categorize, but I force it and experience a rich, low, alto voice.

      
        
        “You are not dead, my dear Aria Elmwhisk.”

      

      

      “Who’s there? Who are you? Where am I?”

      
        
        “I am the mountains and the streams. The pear trees and the coral. My fire fuels summer, my air supplies autumn.”

      

      

      “Faerie? Am I talking to Faerie… herself?”

      
        
        “As have all the past kings and queens of Faerie who rule. In my Formless Embrace. The space between the physical world and the spirit world.”

      

      

      Carys never said anything about a grand vision when she was crowned.

      
        
        “Carys was never the rightful queen,” she quips.

      

      

      

      And then, out of the intangible dance of perception, my eyes capture on glittering gold and silver specks of what look like leaves and petals and other bits and pieces of nature. It’s comforting to see something.

      It swirls surround me in a large, circular pattern that quickly closes in and draws nearer to me. I’m more curious than afraid and watch, mesmerized, as it spins and spins and shrinks more and more as it gets closer.

      I suck in a breath when the first leaf touches me, and a shadow of the same shape and size shoots away from me.

      And my father, the king, spins me around in our little family room as music fills the room. Carys watches, impatient for her turn, and Piz claps with his small, chubby fingers, sitting on our mother’s knee—

      A memory. Returned.

      I stare wide-eyed, realizing what is happening as a silver petal hits me, ejecting its shadow counterpart and another memory fills my head.

      Mother holds my hand—green skin against peach flesh tones—guiding me to the edge of the sea where a small blue-green cabyll-ushtey foal stomps in the surf. Madseok. I yip with glee and race toward him. Loving him at first sight—

      Carys and I chase after a sylph brought by a visiting autumn noble fae, racing through the palace. We’re both barefoot and wearing trailing night dresses—

      I sneak pastries from the kitchens and—

      The sea-spray blinds me momentarily while—

      The memories flood faster and faster, one after another. Opposite of my immersion into this dreamscape that allowed my mind to relax and let go of the need to define, hundreds of thousands of images and sounds and smells bombard my brain. Although it’s difficult to zero in on them one at a time, they’re all mine and fill me to the brim with a wholeness I thought I lost forever. It takes only seconds, but suddenly and completely, I’m me again.

      Princess—or rather Queen—Aria Elmwhisk.

      I remember. Everything.

      I’m daughter to the late King North and Queen Olivia.

      Twin sister to Carys Elmwhisk, who took my throne and everything from me. But with my memories of her restored—with my love for her restored—finally have a sense for why she did it. With my memories of my twin restored, I love her.

      “We always planned to rule together,” I say, answering the comment Faerie made before she returned my memories. “We would have been rightful queens together.”

      
        
        “You are the eldest, Aria Elmwhisk,” she says. “And yes, I would have honored your joint rule, but she lost that right when she forcibly took it from you.”

      

      

      I have no argument for that. Especially now that I remember my life. I remember the negotiations when we were younglings, when our parents petitioned that it would be best for us to rule together.

      It should have been disconcerting. What was once less than a year’s worth of memories has been filled with more than two centuries. But it isn’t strange. It’s right.

      
        
        “Now it is time for you to return,” Faerie says. “Go. Enjoy the wings I’ve gifted you as a sign that you are the rightful ruler.”

      

      

      As the intense light goes dark and I feel my consciousness pulled back to the throne room, my thoughts focus on one thing:

      Wings?
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TIEN

        

      

    

    
      The blast from Aria’s back knocks me off my feet. Something has sprouted from the smooth skin between her shoulder blades, tearing and ripping the delicate fabric of her cloak to shreds.

      As Aria spoke her vows to become high queen, I noticed her growing discomfort as if she was in physical pain from the words. I don’t know how it happened or what it means, but suddenly it all makes sense because Aria now has… wings.

      Dragonfly shaped, gold and ivory opalescent wings.

      I’m not sure what to do. Whether to hide them or let the entire throne room see the unexpected, magical occurrence that no fae in all of history has experienced. The discomfort seems to be gone, but Aria is clearly panicked and looks at me with pleading, terrified eyes.

      “You have wings,” I whisper in her ear as I push us both upright and back on our feet again. She doesn’t resist but leans heavily on my forearms, either from sudden weakness or shock. “Let’s get you out of here.”

      “She has wings!” someone is the crowd shouts.

      “Look!” says another.

      “Our queen has grown wings!”

      Too late. Instead, I communicate by guiding her to stand with her own strength. She cannot fall into a heap right now. Not while her subjects are watching. Not while all of Faerie is seeing this miracle right before their eyes.

      Miraculously, Aria stands taller and spreads her wings out for all to see. The golden lines catch the light and shine brilliantly while the ivory gossamer gives her entire appearance an ethereal glow.

      Cheers louder than before erupt from the audience and a slow chant—High Queen Aria, High Queen Aria, High Queen Aria—builds.

      I glance at Carys. It seems all light has fled her features compared to her sister. Her expression is a mix of devastation, horror, and thick embarrassment. General Luto still grips her arms.

      Duke Islandwort steps forward and raises his hands to quiet the crowd. “I am at a loss for words, but I think we have all witnessed the direct acceptance of Faerie herself that Queen Aria Elmwhisk is our rightful queen.”

      The crowd cheers with enthusiasm, causing Aria to squirm. She glances at her sister with chagrin for the duke’s words and the obvious excitement and pleasure of the new queen’s subjects. General Luto quietly escorts the shamed former Queen Carys from the room. There’s no need to make Queen Aria feel guilty during her moment in the sun.

      But the removal of her sister doesn’t aid her much. I watch as her new wings shake slightly as the duke praises her, and when he asks her to say a few words, all color drains from her face. Still, she lifts her chin and steps forward.

      “This is all… a bit overwhelming,” says Aria, the timbre of her voice rich and regal. “I never thought—” Her right wing lifts and she glances up at it in wonder and awe. Does it move of its own volition or does she control her new extremities?

      I realize too late that looking at it is causing her distress, and step forward to grip her shoulders. “Perhaps addressing your subjects should come after you’ve processed this?”

      Her blue eyes glisten with gratitude, and she hastily nods before turning back to the crowd. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ve just grown wings—”

      Queen Aria’s expression and tone are so damned endearing I can’t help but smile as the fae in the room chuckle.

      “I’ll speak to you soon, but right now I need a moment to myself.”

      “Of course, Your Majesty,” Duke Islandwort says, also laughing and stepping forward again. “While the queen retires,” he says as I take Aria’s soft, warm hand in mine and guide her out a back exit that opens to a small stone corridor. “We have a revel to look forward to.”

      All sounds of whoops and excitement are drowned out when the door closes behind us and I am finally alone—for real—in this small, cramped space with the Queen of Faerie.
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ARIA

        

      

    

    
      When Tien rushes me into the passageway and I’m finally away from so many watching eyes and listening ears, my wings are forgotten, and I’m suddenly extremely self-aware. Like the moment before the coronation, only worse because there are no other guards. There are no other eyes or ears.

      Within the cool stone walls is only me… and him.

      My eyes are drawn to his instantly, and I see the gleam of the green surrounded by his thin, gaunt face. His cheekbones are sharp, his jaw square, but his eyes are soft as if he still…

      I look away.

      “I’ll escort you to your quarters, then send for—”

      “Not yet,” I blurt, needing to keep him here longer. If Tien has decided he and I can never be, this might be our last moments alone. “I just… I need a minute.” I’m scrambling for what I could say. Bracing myself, I flatten one hand on the stone wall and think. But the only thing that comes to mind is the crazy magic, whatever just happened. “I have wings.”

      “You have wings,” Tien agrees. Of course, he knows I have wings, he’s the one who whispered that fact into my ear when I felt like an Aliens alien burst out of my back—instead of my chest. I thought I was going to die right then and there!

      But I didn’t die. I sprouted wings.

      It’s so strange to suddenly have more of me than I’ve ever had. As if by instinct, I flick them with ease and see gold catch the light of the sconces on the wall.

      “What do they look like?” I whisper, craning my head to look behind me, but can’t quite make out their shape or color.

      “Let’s get back to your chambers so you can see—”

      “Tien, please?”

      Tien frowns. “They’re ivory and gold. They look like dragonfly wings.”

      “Dragonfly?” Why does that sound familiar?

      “Yes, Aria—” he slips. “Your Majesty, they’re beautiful.”

      My throat tightens as my heart swells at the sound of my name on his lips. But he corrected himself. He’s holding back.

      But he’s staring at me. He steps forward. “You’re beautiful.”

      I smile and step toward him too—

      “Your Majesty, Captain,” General Luto says, entering the passageway behind us.

      The spell is broken, and Tien steps backward.

      “You should rest and prepare for the revel,” the general says to me. “And you...” He points a finger at Tien’s chest. “Have an appointment with the healers. I hear you have a little hearing problem?”

      “Hearing?” My voice is high and squeaky. “What happened?”

      “Yes, I’ll go see them after I’ve escorted the queen to her chambers.” Tien ignores my question. I don’t miss the look of frustration he directs at the general for mentioning it in front of me.

      But General Luto won’t have it. “I’ll escort the queen.”

      I’m disappointed when Tien relents, but he slipped and called me Aria. It’s not a lot, but it’s something.
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        * * *

      

      When the general leaves me—after I insist over and over that I want to rest and not be fussed over after the excitement of the coronation—I finally plop face down on my bed.

      How does one sleep with wings? I wonder, briefly, but I’m too overwhelmed to consider it more. And I don’t care. With my memories restored, this room is no longer just vaguely familiar and welcoming. It finally feels like my room. Like home.

      But my solace is interrupted by a knock on the door.

      “Not now,” I say with forced politeness. “I want to be alone.”

      They knock again and I groan.

      “Go away—”

      But I’ve barely uttered the words when they knock again.”

      Seriously? I rise to my feet—by the strange aid of my new wings—and ready myself to tell off whomever disobeyed my orders to leave me alone.

      But it’s another set of green eyes.

      I squeal and throw myself at my best friend, catching him off guard with my hug.

      “I’ve missed you!” I accuse and he chuckles into my hair.

      When we pull back, I can’t help but feel the entire weight of my words. Sterling and I have known each other for over a century—I remember that now. But those few fleeting months when I didn’t know who I was feels like we’ve been separated for much longer.

      When we pull back, he tries to smirk, but it fails as if he’s realized something too. Sterling leans forward in a bow. “Your Majesty.”

      I pull at his arm. “Don’t, Sterling,” I say. “I’m still Aria.”

      He straightens to look at me again, but I don’t let go of his arm.

      “And… I remember now,” I say.

      His eyebrows lift. “What do you remember?”

      “Everything.”

      He grins wide, then winks. “Good. Wanna ride?”

      Hurling myself out the door, it’s only Sterling’s reminder that I’m wearing a family heirloom gown that shouldn’t be sullied by the water of the Sea of Neptulus that convinces me to change into something less… sentimental.

      I find my trousers and shirt I always wore while riding—before. So it’s still sentimental, but these clothes were made for getting dirty. They fit me so perfectly, except for the back that I’m forced to adjust and tear to account for my new wings.

      I can’t bring myself to remove the necklace, though. I’ve grown attached to the magical crystalized sunbeam pendant. But I tuck it beneath my shirt to keep it protected.

      The change also allows me to slip out of the palace virtually unnoticed. The pathway toward the stables is familiar in so many ways, but like everything else, it hits me differently now. For so long, I took my life for granted. Always rushing off to do whatever I wanted, but it was snuffed out in a single moment that took everything away from me.

      I won’t take it for granted anymore. I relish in the way the ground crunches underneath my feet and the smell of salt as we approach the stables where the cabyll-ushteys are housed. In a sense, nothing has changed, but everything has changed. I’m back. I’m home.

      The heaviness of responsibility as the newly crowned queen weighs me as my station never has before, but I must allow myself this moment of frivolity, if only to say goodbye to my old life.

      It takes only a moment for my eyes to adjust to the lower light of the stables and my feet take me immediately to Madseok’s stall. Are his eyes a little brighter? Does his silvery gray hide shine a little? Or is it just more of the nostalgia?

      “I’ve missed you,” I say to my water horse. He huffs in response as I gingerly rub his snout.

      After a knowing wink from the bat-eared stable fae, Canyon, Sterling and I lead our cabyll-ushteys out of the stable, but I don’t wait to mount him. I’m on his back in one fluid muscle-memory motion—that’s even easier with more help from my new wings—and we’re soon galloping toward the shore with Sterling and Zebsar on our heels.

      It seems that Faerie has heard the quiet pleadings of my heart because she’s stirred up the wind and churned the waves just for us. By the time Madseok’s hooves touch the surf and his coloring changes and his snout lengthens into a hook and his mane grows and changes texture, the waves are roiling at least five feet high. I can’t help the little yelp that escapes my throat as Madseok leaps forward and we dive headfirst into the first wave.

      When the cold water rushes over me, it feels very much like the magic felt only hours ago when the crown was placed on my head. Has Faerie always been so aware of the fae? Has she always been so aware of me?

      Sterling’s whoop pulls me from my thoughts, and I whip to look at him. All drenched and grinning just as widely as I am.

      “Race?” He asks, raising both eyebrows and leaning forward.

      My now-soaked wings are heavy and tug at my back, but I don’t care. Leaning forward, I dig my heels into Madseok’s flank. His dolphin-like chirp is answer enough and we’re leaping over the enormous waves. The wind howls in my ears and tears at my hair and pulls the intricately twisted locks from their place and whips them across my face.

      The sky darkens and freezing rain pours from the sky, pelting my skin.

      “Dive!” I shout, prompting my water horse to leap and seek momentary cover in the comforting depths.

      My memories have returned, but the whoosh of water into my ear, silencing everything, causes all the memories I’ve ever had with Madseok to rush through my head like another movie montage. I see him as a young foal. Unsteady legs and pin-sharp teeth. He broke my skin with his bites more than once, but it was always followed by high-pitched, happy chirping, and nudging me with his nose.

      Sterling and Zebsar are in most of the memories. Riding side-by-side as we learned to ride the vicious creatures.

      I gulp in huge gasps of air when we resurface, but I’m so giddy with exhilaration and happiness, oxygen is hardly on my mind.

      I could ride like this forever. Rushing through a storm with my cabyll-ushtey and my best friend until the end of time.
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        * * *

      

      Still drenched and catching my breath, I sit next to Sterling on the wet sand of the northern Terpsichore beach. With my legs sprawled out in front of me, I lean backward on my hands. My wings lie limply in the sand. I imagine drenching and getting sand all over them isn’t ideal, but I feel no pain, so I don’t think they’re injured.

      The part of me that hurts are my cheeks from all the smiling, and my chest feels like it could burst with happiness.

      “I’ve missed this,” Sterling says. His now less-than-perfect hair flips water into my eyes when he whips to look at me.

      “Me too,” I agree, blinking rapidly and out of breath. Rain still pours from the dark clouds like a broken faucet, but we’re mostly shielded by the zephyr frond we sit underneath. Still, neither of us are drying anytime soon.

      We sit like this for a long time. I want to revel in this moment forever, pretending like nothing has changed. Pretending that I’m not a queen of Faerie and my father is still alive and in charge. Pretending that the only thing awaiting me back home is a scolding from my tutors and Carys. Pretending that we can come back day after day without a care in the world.

      As if hearing my thoughts, Sterling says, “So much has changed.”

      “Don’t say that.” I wipe water from my face, only to smear wet sand onto it from my palms instead.

      “Aria…”

      “I know, Sterling. But can’t we just pretend for a moment?”

      “I was never good at pretending.”

      I sit on that for a moment, realizing that pretending requires untruths. I suppose I was never good at pretending either.

      We sit in silence for a while longer. It’s not uncomfortable or awkward. It never was with Sterling. Before or after. I don’t pretend, but I do reminisce about our adventures together. Most of them were in the wilds of Faerie, but my mind keeps returning to the more recent ones. The ones when we thought we hadn’t known each other our entire lives. Football games and parties and other human-teenage things.

      “Can you believe we dated?” I say, lifting an eyebrow.

      Sterling makes a face that pulls a laugh straight from my gut.

      “I mean, I love you, Sterling—”

      “I love you too, Aria.”

      “But I can’t even imagine…”

      Sterling reaches over and pulls me toward him, gripping me tightly in the crook of his elbow.

      I squeal and squirm. “Leggo!” I laugh and wriggle and feel the rumble of a laugh in his chest. “Sterling!”

      I’m laughing so hard I can barely breathe, but I’m only filled with more happiness. It’s so strange, yet so familiar. It’s something he hasn’t done since we were younglings, but feels as natural as if he does it daily.

      When I finally pull away, I sing-song, “So…” Then I lean over to nudge him. “How are things with you and Iris?”

      “Aria…” he shakes his head, but can’t hide his smile. “You know we can’t—”

      “I’m the high queen of Faerie,” I say, sitting taller and placing a hand on my chest. “I don’t care if she’s full fae and you’re a star fae. Be with the fae you want to be with.”

      Sterling nods but doesn’t respond, and I feel the levity and lightness drain out of the air between us.

      I frown.

      Sterling’s expression is filled with seriousness and soberness.

      “What is it?” I ask, heaving a sigh. “I wanted just a little bit longer without thinking about my responsibilities, but I suppose I can’t be selfish anymore.”

      “It’s not selfish. But you’re the queen now. And Faerie needs you.”

      After everything she’s done, I can’t deny his words. I know how dire the situation is. I know Faerie needs my help.

      “After I met up with Tien and Iris, we experienced something devastating in the Winter Court.”

      My stomach twists and my heart jolts with a rush of nervousness. “What happened?”

      Sterling’s eyes darken and the edges of his mouth pull down in a frown. “An entire forest—ground and trees and everything living—died right before our eyes.”

      I feel sick and cover my mouth with a hand.

      “It was like that forest we saw on our way to Isi Aura, but it happened all at once.”

      Hot tears prick my eyes as I riffle through my thoughts, trying to think of something, anything that happened at that time that could have caused—

      “Queen Silver,” I say.

      “What about her?”

      “Before you came back, Carys stripped her magic.”

      “Well, it killed an enormous chunk of the Winter Court.”

      “We’d better go back,” I say.
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TIEN

        

      

    

    
      My left ear burns from the summer magic, but I still only hear faint whispers.

      It’s like you don’t want to be healed, the royal healers said.

      I denied it. I insisted that a captain is vulnerable without his senses at maximum strength, and stormed out of the infirmary. But perhaps she was right. Perhaps something is holding me back and preventing me from allowing the summer magic to heal my ruined ear.

      I don’t have time to dig into my feelings. Queen Aria is vulnerable as a new ruler. My time will be better spent with other officers, planning how we intend to keep her safe. The recent events could have stripped the Raven Court of our high court standing. It could have been devastating. And with the chaos that ensued after Carys was stripped of her title, she might be even more at risk. Carys betrayed Aria once before. She might do it again.

      I can’t wonder and worry about my hearing. There isn’t time. I can’t be holed up in the infirmary while the royal healers take turns throwing light magic at me. I have work to do. Besides, one working ear is better than none.

      A servant—probably a spring gardener, because she wears a dirty tunic and trousers—rounds the corner and nearly crashes into me, but I grip her arm before her drenched self can sully my uniform. But the moment I touch her and recognize the soaked clothing she wears and her dripping blonde hair, I immediately know her.

      “Your Majesty.” I release her arm and bow low. Even with the salty sea clinging to her face and hair and soiled clothing, she looks otherworldly. Wild. Regal. Beautiful.

      “Tien!” Her laugh is breathy, and her blue eyes are electric. I’m forced to look away or else fall into the bewitchment spell this fae captured me in long ago. I cannot allow myself to give into weakness again. She is my queen, and I am her servant.

      “Why aren’t you preparing for the revel?” I ask.

      “I uh… I wanted to shower before running into anyone, but I didn’t exactly take a covert route.” She laughs, ducking her head and brushing a lock of her hair behind her ear. “It’ll take me a while to get used to, well…” She shrugs, then looks at me with an openness in her expression I cannot give into.

      “I’m certain it will come with time.”

      “Why aren’t you getting ready for the revel?” she teases, folding her arms and lifting one eyebrow.

      I point at my ear. “Infirmary.”

      Her arms drop. “Right. What—” She stops herself, then amends and says instead, “Are you healed?”

      “Not quite. But I needed a break from the summer magic.”

      She nods as if she understands, then says, “I remember now.”

      “Remember?”

      “Faerie restored the rest of my memories when I became queen.” She lifts her shoulders, then clasps her hands in front of her. Like a royal. Like a queen. The action is such a contrast from her drowned-looking state it stirs a feeling so potent I’m forced to clench my jaw and grit my teeth to keep the emotion from showing on my face.

      I cannot give into it. Aria is my queen. She’s the rightful queen. Not a human plucked from another realm to do the bidding of a foolish fae captain. But no matter how determined my actions, or how studied I keep my face, I cannot help the way my heart yearns to reach forward and pull her into my arms. I fist my hands at my sides to resist the temptation.

      Queen Aria folds her arms again. “Don’t you have some quip to say about that?”

      “About… what, Your Majesty?”

      Her face flinches briefly, but she hides it by tossing her hands into the air in endearing exasperation. “My memories, Captain Firetail. I remember now.”

      “So do I,” I say, but my tongue ties and my thoughts are muddled. She wants something from me, but I can’t pretend to know what it is. I can’t allow myself to hope.

      “You don’t have something to say about what a frivolous princess I was and how you fear I might be a frivolous queen now?” She lifts her twist of dripping hair, gesturing at her state.

      “No.” I shake my head and stand straighter, injecting fealty and conviction into my tone. “Your Majesty, I know you’ll be an incredible, noble queen.”

      She smiles. My words pleased her. But she seems to consider something and asks, “Is that all?”

      “I’m honored to serve you.”

      “Anything else?” Her eyes have softened.

      I stupidly stand and let the question hang between us. Longing and fearing what I’ll do if I try to speak.

      “I see,” she whispers. “I had hoped things wouldn’t change, but I can see that you’re…” She presses her lips together and her eyes glisten. “You’re still the dutiful captain who can’t see past his station.”

      She turns and marches down the hallway and my chest cracks, bleeding out liquid agony that spreads throughout my core. It’s more painful than anything the trows did. More painful than the raking morrigu claws. More painful even than watching her with my brother after snatching her from the human realm and forcing her into Faerie.

      You’re a fool, Tien.

      I can’t do this anymore. I can’t let her go. “Aria, wait.”
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ARIA

        

      

    

    
      “Aria, wait.”

      I stop. I’m a masochist if I’m willing to turn around and look at him, only to be rejected again. But his tone just now was borderline desperate.

      Which makes me borderline desperate.

      Could he still… love me? Scratch that. Could he allow himself to love me? Or is he so set in his traditions and his stupid notions that someone like him could never be with a queen of Faerie, that our short-lived romance is over?

      I’ll kick myself for the rest of my existence if I don’t turn around, for better or worse, so I do.

      Tien’s eyes are soft. His mouth chagrined. He runs his fingers through his dark hair, and I see the way his breath hitches when he looks at me. I know his reaction has nothing to do with my looks. I know I’m a mess after riding with Madseok these past few hours.

      But none of it means anything if he draws back into his shell.

      “Yes, Captain?” I ask with my chin lifted and my walls thrown back up.

      He watches me as if it’s my job to bridge the space between us. Maybe it is, but I want to be stubborn and force him to do it. He’s the one who seems to have reverted to old ways now that our memories of one another are returned.

      Perhaps it’s better this way. Separate my personal feelings so I can focus on being a good queen. There will be time for romance later, right? I have centuries to live, after all.

      Or maybe I’ll sneak back to the human realm and go to the Winter Formal with Matt Green.

      “I’m sorry I kidnapped you,” he whispers. His head lowered.

      My facade drops slightly. I didn’t expect it. The fae don’t apologize. Not if they don’t want to enter into a vow as penance.

      “Actually, that’s not what I’m sorry for,” he says, louder. Bolder. “I’m not sorry I set our path in motion to restore your memories, but I am sorry I didn’t remember you when I saw you in the human realm.”

      After a long pause, I say, “In your defense, you did call me Your Majesty the first time we met. Remember? Outside that party?”

      A small smile emerges. “But I thought you were Carys.”

      I shrug. “True.”

      He steps toward me. “I’m sorry I didn’t see you for who you were—”

      “Tien, it was the shadow magic, you didn’t—”

      “And I’m sorry I allowed that to happen.” He ducks his head. “Aria, I could have stopped her from—”

      “Tien! I remember. There’s nothing you could have done. Queen Silver’s shadow magic was too much.” I don’t mention it, but the trows’ magic was enough to make him forget himself too. “The fae are vicious,” I mutter and step forward, but don’t dare reach out. “You taught me that.”

      His head is still lowered, but he looks down at me with a mixture of self-loathing regret, and maybe a bit of hope?

      “I’m sorry I failed you—”

      I touch him. Just my fingers on the back of his hand, but it sends a jolt of warmth and electricity through me. I struggle to keep the emotion off my face and blink rapidly instead.

      “You didn’t fail me,” I say. His eyes drop to the floor again. “And it’s over now. I’m safe. My memories have returned. I’m the queen.” I breathe deeply and quietly through my mouth. “And… I’m still in love with you.”

      Green and bright and full of hope and adoration, Tien’s eyes lift at my words.

      “Do you love me?” I ask.

      “Aria, I—”

      “If you care more about your past sins and regret over the things you couldn’t have stopped, then fine. Tell me we can’t be together,” I spit out the bitterness that comes with my words. “Break your queen’s heart. But if you can find it within yourself to forgive everything, then please… be mine.”

      There’s no more hesitation and I’m suddenly wrapped in the protection of his thinner-but still strong arms as he pulls me close, lips finding mine and kissing me with an eagerness and different sort of desperation. When I kiss him back, his kiss softens. Slows.

      He breaks apart to press his forehead against mine and say, “I love you, Queen Aria Elmwhisk.”

      I push him back before he can kiss me again. Tien’s dark eyebrows pinch, but my smile doesn’t fall.

      “Aria, please,” I say. “To you, I’m just Aria.”
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        * * *

      

      I might be just Aria to Tien—well, and to Sterling and Iris… the list is certainly growing—but I am the high queen of Faerie to everyone else. And standing in the middle of the Raven Court palace looking like a drowned gryla while kissing my captain of the guard isn’t the best situation to get caught in by my subjects.

      So, Tien escorts me to my rooms and waits outside while I clean and dress—as quickly as I can while maneuvering around my new wings. Hillbap is an autumn fae and easily dried them with her wind magic. I’m sure I’ll have plenty of use for that particular skill.

      “I’ll make you some dresses that will accommodate your wings soon,” Iris says as she rips and decays the back of the gown crafted for me for the revel. It’s a travesty to wreck such delicate spider silk spun lace. It’s the color of dawn one moment, then shifts to the color of dusk the next due to changes in the light. The gown is adorned with luminescent stones embroidered into the bodice that creates an ethereal glow. But I couldn’t wear it without Iris wrecking it. It would crush my wings. And I’m sure the gown will be even more beautiful with Iris’s adjustments.

      “Yes, I’d like to appoint you as my official seamstress once the festivities have ended,” I say, watching her in my vanity mirror. “The Royal Seamstress and Tailor.”

      She smiles but keeps her eyes on her work at the back of my dress. “You remember.”

      “I remember. And I keep my promises.” I watch her for a few moments before I say, “I also remember that you are in love with my best friend.”

      Her fingers freeze. “That isn’t—”

      “Nonsense,” I say, flipping a hand. “I already told him that as the Queen of Faerie, stations and faeness—full fae versus star fae—does not matter. You can be with the fae you want.”

      Iris’s clear eyes jerk upward, but I turn slowly to look at her straight on. Her first reaction is surprise, but her face falls again. “I’m grateful for that, Your Majesty, but it’s not just the acceptance of the queen that matters. The other fae must accept it too.”

      “Who cares what the others think?” But even as the words fly from my mouth, I know it’s more complicated than that. I lean forward, prompting her to meet my eyes again. “We’ll work on it. We’ll find a way.”

      Iris curtsies right as a knock sounds on my door. Butterflies swarm in my stomach when Iris answers it, and Tien walks inside.

      I want nothing more than to dismiss Iris and go back to kissing him, but there are things I need to discuss with him. With them both, actually. And with Sterling.

      Finally, I have everyone I trust underneath one roof.

      “Are you ready?” he asks.

      “Actually, I wanted to discuss something with you.”

      “I’m not sure—”

      “With both of you,” I say, gesturing at Iris. “And Sterling.”

      “What is it?” Tien asks, glancing between me and Iris.

      I turn toward her. “Could you fetch him?”

      “Of course,” she says, curtsies, then rushes out.

      “While we were out, Sterling told me about the forest in the Winter Court.” I explain as we wait. “The timeline is exactly when Carys stripped Queen Silver’s magic.” I feel a stab of regret when I say her name. What she did was wrong, but I’m not sure I agree with what the council did to her.

      “Yes, I deduced the same,” he says.

      “You knew?”

      “General Luto informed me the moment I returned.”

      “Good. Then I think—”

      “Shouldn’t you be discussing this with your council? After the revel?”

      I look at him and lift my shoulders. “I don’t know who I can trust. But I know I trust you and Sterling and Iris.”

      “It was clear at your coronation—what they did to Carys—that the council is on your side.”

      “I just…” I turn and walk down to the lower, circular part of my room and sit on the steps with my chin in my hands. It’s not very queenly, but I don’t care.

      “Tell me what happened,” Tien says. “Your version.”

      “She waltzed into the council meeting, told everyone what she and Carys did. Carys got mad and took her magic.”

      Tien is quiet so long, I wonder if he left without a sound, but when I turn to look at him, he’s frowning. When he sees me watching him, he repeats, “She came in, confessed, and then Carys just took her magic?”

      “Yes.”

      He ponders another moment, then turns and walks toward the exit.

      “Where are you going?”

      He hesitates a moment, but relents and says, “To talk to Queen Silver.”

      I follow him out the door. “Then I’m coming too.”
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TIEN

        

      

    

    
      The instant I opened my mouth to protest, to argue that the queen should wait for Sterling and Iris as she requested, she shot me with a look filled with such force, I didn’t dare utter the words. There would be no dissuading the queen from accompanying me.

      High Queen Aria Elmwhisk is fierce and makes me wonder all over again how I didn’t recognize her heritage the moment I saw her in the human realm.

      “They wanted to send her straight to The Gray,” Aria says as we walk swiftly through the back corridors on our way below to the dungeons. “But with the coronation and the revel everyone is fussing about, they wanted to wait until the festivities are over.” She pauses. “I didn’t know what the Gray was when they mentioned it, but I remember now.”

      “It’s the place where the worst fae are sent,” I say.

      “But mostly the full fae,” she says.

      “Yes, because each section is built to dampen the magic of the full fae. Star fae like you and I are more easily imprisoned in less-magical places.”

      “I remember learning about it in my history lessons as a youngling,” says the queen. “But I was under the impression it wasn’t used anymore.” When her eyes meet mine, I read the questioning and disapproval in her eyes.

      “Only a very small group of fae know the truth. Trustworthy, high-ranking members of the guard, select council members, and of course, the ruling royal class.”

      “Aren’t I a part of that group?” She lifts an eyebrow. “What else haven’t they told me?”

      I stop her walking and turn her toward me. “Memories lost or not, you didn’t even want to be queen until recently.”

      Her mouth twists into a semi pout and she folds her arm. “But Carys knew these things?”

      I pause a breath before saying, “I imagine she did. Aria, I assure you that you’ll be informed of everything in time,” I say and feel a warmth spread through me at the smile that emerges when I say only her first name. “Let us deal with this now and talk to Queen Silver while she is still in the Raven Court.” I haven’t told Aria the reason I wish to speak with the Winter Queen, but walking into a council room full of fae who knew her crimes of treason against the high court was foolish. Queen Silver isn’t known for her foolishness, so there must have been another reason for her sudden appearance. I’m hoping a conversation with her will reveal her motives. “Then we should celebrate at the revel they’re preparing right now. In a few days, you can jump into fulfilling your queenly duties.”

      This seems to appease her because she nods, and we continue making our way down toward the dungeon.
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        * * *

      

      “You know, in the movies, dungeons are always dark and damp,” Queen Aria says when we walk into the brightly lit entrance.

      “Then they must not be designed to imprison a winter fae,” I say.

      “No. Usually just humans.”

      Sconces holding the brightest light wisps decorate the walls and everything from the floor to the ceiling is painted white to hinder any crevice or corner from housing shadows for a winter fae to use. The space is also warm. Possibly unbearably warm for any fae who isn’t of summer heritage to prevent the possibility of ice or snow creation.

      I’m sure I imagine it, but even Aria’s brow beads with sweat.

      When we reach Queen Silver’s cell, she sits cross-legged in a heap in the center. Her crown is missing, and her ice-blue hair looks as if it’s melting in the heat.

      One corner of her lip raises in a sneer, but she doesn’t seem surprised when she sees us. Until she catches sight of Aria’s new addition.

      “Wings?” The Winter Queen rises to her feet.

      Aria’s ivory and gold wings lift at the mention, as if proud of their existence and glad at the recognition. “Faerie herself gifted them to me when I was crowned high queen.”

      Aria lifts them again and I realize she’s the one who’s proud of her new addition and has learned how to control them quickly. I can’t help but beam down at her.

      “Funny. High Queen Carys didn’t sprout wings,” says the Winter Queen.

      “Not High Queen,” I correct. “Queen Aria’s sister Carys was stripped of the title.”

      Queen Silver lifts a white eyebrow. “Oh, was she?”

      “Why did you come?” Aria asks. “You might’ve made a bargain with my sister to wipe memories and throw me in the human realm, but bargain or not, it was treason. So why did you come back when you knew you’d end up here with your magic gone?” She gestures at the bright cell.

      I didn’t tell her the reason I wanted to speak with Queen Silver. I’m impressed with Aria’s interrogation. She’s more prepared for her role than I gave her credit for.

      “I came because I knew you’d take my magic,” says Queen Silver.

      “Carys took it,” Aria corrects.

      “It doesn’t matter,” the Winter Queen waves a hand. “I knew it would be taken.”

      Aria touches her head and laughs. “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard!”

      “If you knew it would happen, what was your purpose in letting it happen?” I ask.

      “Yes, what’s a Winter Queen without her magic?” Aria adds, and I realize it doesn’t even matter what her cell looks like. Shadows or not, Queen Silver wouldn’t be able to use them to her advantage anyway.

      Then the Winter Queen does something that sends a chill through my veins. She steps forward, close enough to the iron bars that I wonder if the mere proximity will scorch her skin, but there must be a hairsbreadth distance between her pale green cheeks and the bars because she remains unscathed. But her eyes bore into Aria’s with such iciness I’m tempted to whisk her far away for fear of the harm she’s about to inflict. The feeling is terrifying because I know there’s nothing the Winter Queen can do to harm her.

      “Once upon a time, King Estelar made a sacrifice to protect his people. Let’s just say… that I did the same thing.”

      “The same thing?” Aria asks.

      “I made a sacrifice.”

      “Why? What was the point?” Aria is befuddled. “You’re a fae. What do you care about except for yourself?”

      “Ah, little Princess. So naïve.”

      “She’s High Queen Aria to you,” I snap, but she doesn’t even glance my way.

      “This is only temporary,” Queen Silver waves a hand. “Tell me… what happened when my magic was taken?” She lifts an eyebrow at the high queen.

      “An enormous chunk of the Winter Court died.”

      “And what does that tell you?”

      Aria lifts her chin. “Something I already knew. Taking away the magic of the full fae is killing Faerie.”

      “Exactly. I wanted you to see the consequence of taking away the magic.”

      I see the tightness in her jaw, her frustration, but Aria keeps her composure when she says, “But I already knew the consequence.”

      “We want the same thing. I just forced your hand to fix it. Once upon a time, your ancestor made a sacrifice, High Queen Aria.” Queen Silver glances at me and flashes a fleeting smirk. “Perhaps it’s time you leaned into your caring, sacrificing, human nature and learn how you can reverse it.”

      “Reverse it?”

      “Yes. To save Faerie.”

      I look at Aria, praying to Vejo she isn’t listening to this, but her expression is pensive. Sacrifice? What could she mean? I gently pull Aria’s arm away from the Winter Queen’s dangerous words, but not before Queen Silver pounds one more suggestion.

      “Maybe you’ll find a way to prevent it… forever.”
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ARIA

        

      

    

    
      It’s raining when I step outside. Not fiercely, just a lazy drizzle that appears like falling stars amidst the various lights that decorate the palace grounds.

      My nerves are tied in knots, but the cool air makes it easier to breathe. A clear, umbrella-shaped dome hovers over my head, held up by an air sylph as I walk down the steps toward the revel.

      “Presenting, High Queen Aria!” Baron Fross Meadowleaf shouts, and all eyes turn toward me.

      Don’t slip, I remind myself. There’s an intense familiarity as I make my way down the stairs in my trailing gown. The dress combined with the crystalized sunbeam around my throat and my new ivory and gold wings at my back make me look and feel… regal.

      The dress is vastly different from the violet dress I wore at my first revel, but I still feel the similarities between this and that. This revel to celebrate a new queen. Me. That revel to celebrate a different queen, who I only pretended to be.

      That night of my first revel, my biggest fear was being found out as a fraud, of not remembering something Carys would know.

      Tonight, despite my royal appearance, my fears are much more complicated.

      Tien waits at the bottom of the stairs in his black uniform and his electric eyes trained on me. I look at him and return his gaze. No matter our relationship, he insisted I enter the festivities alone. But he waits for me now. I allow myself a momentary daydream, feeling suddenly like Elena Gilbert in the Miss Mystic Falls episode of The Vampire Diaries with the swoon-worthy Damon Salvatore waiting at the bottom of the stairs. My heart flutters, but I snap out of my distraction.

      This isn’t a TV show.

      My nerves instantly ease when I loop my arm through Tien’s and the clear dome grows to cover us both. We grip each other tightly the moment we touch, then settle as he leads me into the party.

      Bows and curtsies and High Queen Aria escapes lips as the crowd parts to allow us to pass. I’m not sure where he’s leading me, but my thoughts are still back inside mulling over my conversation with Iris as she finished helping me get ready. I insisted that the revel wasn’t important and that I needed to learn more about what Queen Silver referred to: my ancestor and making sacrifices. She was so cryptic.

      King Orion was my grandfather. Killed before I was even born. But King Estelar was a Summer King and yes, he made the vow to protect the star fae, to allow us to strip the magic of the full fae, but it was while he lay dying of his wounds inflicted by King Orion.

      Funny, with my memories finally returned, but with the real experiences I had in the human world, I can imagine a scene from a TV show, then seconds later recall what I learned decades ago in my fae history lessons.

      Music pricks my ears and Tien pulls me around to face him, putting his free hand on my side and release his other to take my hand in a position to dance.

      “I thought you didn’t want us to be seen together like this,” I tease. “You know, together.”

      “I didn’t want to diminish your standing in the eyes of the fae,” he says, looking at me with a steady gaze, but with an intensity that only I can see. The green of his eyes catch the lights and the sparkle of the falling rain. How the fae—the wisps and the summer magic—is able to prevail despite the increasing downpour is impressive. The revel is still brightly lit, and the raindrops refract the light to look like falling glitter. Like falling magic. “But queen or not, I want you to be mine,” he continues. “I want to be yours.”

      A flush of warmth fills my belly and spreads outward. I push myself up on my toes to kiss him, then move my hand from his shoulder to the back of his head as he releases my hand and wraps his other arm around my back.

      Someone clears their throat, and we pull away, but I keep one hand on his forearm.

      I turn to see a grinning Geminia with her own hovering clear umbrella over her head. “Will we have a King Consort soon?” she asks, glancing at Tien, then winking at me.

      I feel heat rise up my neck and into my cheeks.

      “It’s a good thing,” my sister says. “Since Carys is no longer queen, you’ll need a companion.” Her smile falls.

      “Where is she?” I ask, releasing Tien and folding my arms. “How is she?” Despite everything that has happened, despite my anger, and hurt over what she’d done to me, Carys is still my sister. My twin. With my memories restored, I understand why she did what she did now. Even though it was wrong. And I know I can forgive her.

      But now I worry about her.

      “I haven’t seen her since…” Geminia shrugs, then glances at the captain. “I’d like to steal my sister, if I could.”

      I look at him as if asking permission too, but he steps back and into the rain.  “She is the queen,” he says, then lowers his head. “I must speak with the general, but don’t go far. The royals and nobles will want to see their queen enjoying the revel in her honor.”

       Nodding, I can’t bring myself to voice my obedience because I think I know why Geminia is stealing me.

      “Did Iris talk to you?” I ask, arms linked and heads close together as we make our way back toward the palace.

      “Yes, but I think it’s time we watched the rest of that message on the winter disc.”
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        * * *

      

       

      The winter disc sits where we left it last, but I take a moment to stare at the portrait of Amberle first. Studying her iridescent-blue and purple wings, then peaking at my ivory ones over my shoulders. Her hair is white, while mine is golden blonde, but our eyes are the same color and now I have wings that match hers. Dragonfly-wing shaped.

      My thoughts trail to my conversation with Queen Silver. Not the one when Tien was with me, but the conversation afterward… when I went back alone. It makes me squirm to think about it in connection to Amberle. My ancestor. My family.

      

      The Winter Queen’s smirk greeted me before her eyes did.

      “I thought you might return,” she said, then surveyed the area where I stood. “But with no dutiful protection detail with you? Is that wise?”

      Possibly not, but I couldn’t pry further with Tien standing next to me. He stiffened when Queen Silver gave me the clues before—cryptic or not. And I know he would do anything to prevent me from seeking this further.

      But what harm can she do with no magic and behind iron bars? “You won’t hurt me.”

      Her eyes narrowed, and she rose to her feet. “I shadowed your memories and imprisoned you. What makes you think I won’t harm you now?”

      I lifted my head. “Because I’m the key to getting your magic back.”

      She tried to hide it, but I saw the spark of amusement and excitement in her eyes.

      “What do you know of my heritage?” I asked. “You said my ancestor made a sacrifice. King Orion was my father’s father, but I know of no sacrifice he made.”

      “King Orion was of summer heritage,” Queen Silver said. “Meaning your father, King North, was too.”

      I felt a twinge of pain at the mention of my father. One of the consequences of my memories returning was that I not only recalled decades of moments with my father, the full force of his recent death and the devastating, loss also returned. I loved him. I missed him. And I mourned him all over again.

      Perhaps she brought up my father to distract me, but I couldn’t let myself be distracted.

      “Yes, my father was of summer heritage, and so am I, and my brothers and sisters.”

      “Except… your mother was a winter fae.”

      My mother was a winter fae.

      It’s a truth I once knew but had forgotten. Did Faerie miss restoring some of my memories? Or—

      “She placed the shadow magic on all of her children herself.”

      I studied Queen Silver’s pale green face. The same hue as my mother’s. The same as my sister Celeste. The same as Ophi and Sage.

      How did I not see it?

      “I am of winter heritage.” I said.

      “With powerful shadow magic, or so I’ve heard.”

      Shadow magic. I had suspected it, the shadows, the indifference to cold, but to hear the truth spoken is another sort of thing.

      I am part winter fae.

      “Are we related?” I asked.

      “My sister, the former Queen Shay Malov, was Queen Olivia’s mother.”

      Queen Shay. I remember reading that in Amberle’s journal. And that means Queen Silver is my… great aunt.

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “To make you see that we are family.” The word sounded foreign on her tongue. “Clearly, your connection to your father’s side is also strong,” she said, gesturing at my wings that bear resemblance to my paternal grandmother’s, Amberle Kindra. “But I hope, that by finding a way to restore the magic taken with that horrid bargain, you will be helping family.”

      

      I have summer and winter fae blood running through my veins. As much as I see my resemblance to Amberle, the wings, my appearance… internally, I am more winter fae.

      “I wish we could have known her,” Geminia says, still looking at the portrait.

      “I wish we could have too.”

      After a moment, we turn away and move toward the disc.

      “Do you remember how we started the message before?” Geminia asks.

      I wave my arms, causing the glowing gems on my dress to sparkle and my wings flutter at my back. “We just said something like show us the message!”

      And just like before, the miniature version of Amberle flashes into existence. She wears a navy dress speckled with glittering jewels that look like stars. And her long white hair falls loosely around her shoulders.

      “This message is only for the king or queen of the Raven Court.” She begins again. “It’s something only a crowned royal—”

      “I am the queen of the Raven Court,” I interrupt, not sure what else to do.

      And as if she heard my words, Amberle pauses. Considering.

      “Aria?”

      My heart flies to my throat. “Yes?”

      “My dearest Aria.” Her tone is soft. “King Orion thought it was best to keep this information hidden forever. He never wanted you to know what happened so that you or your posterity would never be tempted—or forced—to reverse it.” I’m trying to focus on her words, but I’m distracted by the way she holds herself. So sure in her own skin. She’s graceful. Like a dancer.

      I feel floppy by comparison.

      I watch the way she twitches her wings, almost unconsciously, and I wonder if it is how she moves so smoothly.

      Focus, Aria.

      “When King Estelar made his vow, Rion saw it as the solution to keep our kind safer,” she continues. “He’s a good fae. Better than most. He has more human in him than many star fae. Definitely more than I do.” She smiles and emotion shines in her eyes. Even through the projection, I can see how much she loves her mate. “My love assumed his children and all others in his line would be just with the full fae. But I am not sure that stripping the full fae of their magic is for the best. Something feels… almost wrong about it. And so, I wanted to leave you with this knowledge in case, for any reason, it becomes necessary to reverse it.”

      I take a breath and look at my sister. She returns my gaze, then looks back at our grandmother.

      “King Estelar, the Summer King, made a vow which we’ve learned can only be made by the high king or queen of Faerie.”

      I feel Geminia’s eyes on me again, but I keep mine focused on Amberle’s projection.

      “To protect his crown, his line, he gave his life for the betterment of his son, King Orion, who was a star fae. Having the ability to take the magic from those who would slaughter the half-fae was the one solution he saw to ensuring Orion’s rule and preserving his life.”

      “Aria…” Geminia says, but I lift a hand. Amberle isn’t done.

      “King Estelar gave up his life, and Faerie bestowed the power to all the star fae.”

      “King Orion didn’t kill King Estelar,” I say.

      “It is only logical that a similar sacrifice… could reverse it,” Amberle says, then vanishes.

      “Aria, no,” Geminia says. “You’re not thinking about…”

      I slowly walk away. “It was Faerie who granted it,” I say. “A sacrifice for the power.”

      “There’s no reason to undo it, right?” Geminia asks shakily. “Having that power helps us.”

      “And it kills Faerie,” I say as Amberle’s words soak in. “When Carys took away the Winter Queen’s magic, an entire section of the winter court died.”

      If I sacrifice myself, I can save the full fae. I can save Faerie.

      I don’t feel fear. More a sense of sadness, but also calm and peace at the thought. This might be my destiny.

      And only I have the power to do it.
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ARIA

        

      

    

    
      “There must be another way,” Geminia says as we make our way back up the secret stairwell. Her voice has grown quiet. “I just got you back, Aria. I don’t want you to die.”

      I don’t want to die either. Maybe there’s another way. “When we were in the human realm, Carys and I tracked down a vampire I had punished by taking her magic,” I say. “I made a bargain with her that if I restored her magic, she’d open a portal. It’s how we made it back. I wonder if restoring magic of other fae might heal Faerie.”

      “Yes!” Geminia says. I nearly run into her on the dark stairs. She’s stopped and wraps her arms around me. It’s a little awkward, and she pinches my wing, but I bite my tongue to keep from crying out. “Maybe that will work. Then you won’t have to do that other thing.”

      “It’s worth finding out,” I say, a little breathless, and hug her back in a way that adjusts her arms, giving my wing relief. “Iris was with Sterling and Tien when the forest died in the Winter Court. If Carys restores Queen Silver’s magic, we can test the theory and know for sure. Iris could fly to the forest and see if it’s been healed.”

      We continue walking up the steps as my thoughts race ahead of me, Then perhaps we can create a reformation system, a justice system… but then I realize we’d also need to locate the star fae who took the magic and convince them to restore the magic…

      It might be more complicated. But I keep those thoughts to myself.

      “Where are you going?” Geminia asks once we’ve entered the main corridor because I don’t walk toward the palace exit that leads back to the revel.

      “I’ll be back outside soon,” I say. “I’m going to talk to Carys.”

      Geminia nods and smiles, then leaves me.

      I haven’t seen Carys since my coronation. I should have searched for her immediately because she must be devastated, but I was still so angry at her and overwhelmed with everything that happened to me. Becoming a queen. The vision with Faerie. My wings.

      I make my way to her quarters through mostly empty hallways. The few fae servants I see bustling around to clean while so many enjoy the revel outside, bow low when I tell them to stop working and join the festivities.

      But I’m only halfway when the fluttering of Iris’s raven captures my attention. She morphs into her human self quickly.

      “Aria!” she says, out of breath. “Come quickly, it’s the former—it’s Carys.”

      “What about Carys?” I grip her shoulders, a sinking feeling dropping in my gut. “What’s wrong?” Is she hurt? Did something happen to her?

      Iris doesn’t answer and pulls me down the hallway and into a small sitting room. No one is inside the room, but my friend continues to pull me toward the open balcony.

      “Iris, where is she?” Dread crawls up my throat as she pulls me to the rail. Before I can look over, Iris grips my arms and stares at me with her clear eyes. She knows I don’t want to hear whatever she’s about to say. Panic leaches into my bloodstream and I brace myself to see my twin’s broken body down below on the ground. That she’s ended herself and jumped.

      I step closer to the rail and look over. But I only see the mingling fae enjoying themselves at the revel. There is no body below. I misunderstood.

      Iris points and I see my sister in the midst of the crowd. Even from here, I can see her desperation. Her posture is hunched, her arms wrapped around herself, and the fae around her have given her a wide berth.

      “I can get there quickly in my raven form,” Iris says. “But we don’t have time for you to rush down all the stairs.”

      “What do you—”

      “The rain has stopped, so that shouldn’t hinder you, but we must get down there now.”

      “Iris I don’t—” but then it clicks and I curse. “Wait. You want me to fly down there?” My voice pitches high.

      “It’s not that far, and like I said, we don’t have time—”

      “No, no, no, I mean, I don’t even know if they work!” I twitch my wings but feel the same strange sensation of extra appendages that I control. Maybe.

      “It’s not that far You could probably just glide down,” Iris says, but I’ve already decided to do it. I’m already stepping over the rail to the other side.

      I’m a queen of Faerie and I’m going to fly.

      I hear the strange, almost strangled whoosh as Iris shifts back into her raven.

      Then I jump.

      And plummet.

      A new sort of panic grips me as the ground comes rushing too quickly, but I don’t have time to pity myself or chide my foolishness. C’mon wings!

      That’s all it takes for my new limbs to fan out and catch the air in a violent jerk. It’s not pretty and I’m sure anyone who is watching is laughing under their breaths, but at least I’m not splattered on the ground.

      A flash of black rushes past my peripheral, then in front of me. Iris is guiding me. I glide behind her, watching her wings as her muscles and feathers make the tiniest movements to avoid crashing into trees, while also flying over the heads of the throng of fae gathered.

      I’m only in the air for mere moments, and I didn’t technically fly. I just glided like Iris suggested, but the feeling when my feet touch ground is exhilarating. I. Can. Fly!

      But the emotion vanishes the instant I see the scene before me.

      Carys’s hair is still in her crown-braid, but it’s loose and falls around her shoulders in greasy strings. Her face is dirty, with long dried streaks down her cheeks. I’ve never seen Carys with a dirty face or unkempt hair.

      “Carys?” I step forward on instinct, reaching out to touch her and understand what is going on, but she steps away from me.

      I also feel the firm grip of Tien on my arm. Silently and swiftly, but gently, he pulls me behind him, putting his body between me and my twin.

      “She won’t hurt me,” I say to his back, but he doesn’t respond. I push myself around his arm so I can at least see my sister’s face.

      “You should go back inside, Aria,” Carys says.

      “That’s Queen Aria, to you,” someone shouts.

      Carys flinches.

      “Do something, Queen Aria!” a fae pleads.

      “Arrest her!” another says.

      Keeping a hand on Tien, I move around him more, so he’s no longer blocking me from her.

      “Carys, I know you’re upset.” I reach my free hand out to my sister again, ignoring the building cacophony, but she takes another step backward. “But I’m sure—”

      “I didn’t deserve this,” she says, waving a hand at herself. “I only wanted what’s best for the star fae. I didn’t deserve for my crown to be taken from me!” She looks around with bloodshot eyes and claws at her hair with both hands. “Punish me, sure, but not this, thisisn’tImean—” Her words start to mash together and become unintelligible.

      From my peripheral, I notice several royals and nobles circling us from all sides. Are they coming to our aid? King Aeden and Queen Calla of the Summer Court, the Spring Court’s Queen Mia, King Carpus of Autumn, and Queen Morvenna of the Underwater Court and several others. But then a flash of fear shoots through me as I realize these are very powerful fae who could kill us in an instant if they wanted to. The thought of removing their magical weapons is no small temptation.

      “Carys,” King Aeden says with palms up.

      But Carys shoots both hands outward and King Aeden crumples to the ground on one side while Queen Mia lets out a strangled shriek on the other. Their magic is leaching right out of them. It happens quickly, and she’s already moving on to the next. I jerk forward to get to her, to stop her, but Tien grips me around the waist and hisses in my ear.

      “If any of them retaliate, I’m not allowing you to be hurt in the crossfire!” He snaps his fingers in the air, prompting several slack-jawed guards to step forward toward the former queen. She must be stopped.

      The ground rumbles beneath me and a guard is struck in the side by an errant flash of light. His uniform sparks, then immediately ignites into a blaze. He screams and I feel myself lifted from the ground, but this time I’m not flying. Tien is hauling me away as more royals shriek and Carys’s thirst for revenge on those who took her crown increases.

      A wail bubbles in my gut and rises, then escapes as I imagine what is happening all over Faerie. Rivers turning to sludge, trees shriveling and losing all color, flowers crumbling into dust. But I don’t even need to imagine it because it’s happening right here. A tree next to us turns blackish, then leans to the side, the leaves curling in on themselves as they turn to crumbled char, then disintegrate into dust like the Blip in Avengers: Infinity War. Another tree falls. Then another. The grass below us yellows before our eyes, then bends unnaturally until it’s mixed with the mud underneath that is turning from rich brown to a sickly gray.

      Faerie is dying.

      “Tien, I have to stop her!” I shout, pushing at his arms, trying to slip them off so I can escape his grip. “She’s killing Faerie!” This is all my fault. If I had just talked to her, if I had protested when they took her crown, maybe this wouldn’t be happening. Maybe…

      By the time star fae guards apprehend Carys, seizing her arms and dragging her toward the palace—toward the dungeons so she can’t do any more harm—all the royals that surrounded her have paled and sit in varying states of devastation and grief on the ground.

      All their magic… is gone.

      And all around me stands prettily dressed fae wearing shocked looks of confusion and horror because what once was a magical, light and star-filled forest, decorated for a beautiful revel, is now a dull gray mass of sludge and heaps of dead refuse and useless compost.
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TIEN

        

      

    

    
      General Luto looks across the table in the war room at the select few of us gathered. He turns to me and asks about the well-being of the queen.

      “By my insistence, Queen Aria was taken to her rooms with her confidante Iris… and my brother,” I say. She lamented that everything was her fault. She’s wrong. Everything that has happened is Carys’s fault. “I’m confident the two of them will be able to comfort her and Queen Aria will soon be ready to handle what comes next.”

      “Carys must be punished,” Baron Fross Meadowleaf says, his lion’s tail twitching.

      “Yes, former queen and twin sister of Queen Aria or not, Carys must pay for her crimes,” agrees Praefectus Qamara Airhart.

      The table is empty other than a giant map of Faerie that lies in the center, spilling over the edges because it’s too large for it. The star islands are barely discernible. Our people—the star fae—have started from nothing on those islands twice and I worry we might be exiled there again, depending on how and if the full fae decide to retaliate.

      “What Carys did was an act of war against all the courts and against Faerie herself.” General Luto is standing and jabs a finger hard in the center of the Sea of Neptulus. “We must strategize a way to speak with the courts, so this doesn’t turn into a bloodbath.”

      “Yes, but she acted alone,” Duke Flint Ironwort says. “That does not mean the courts or Faerie have animosity toward the Raven Court.”

      “The courts might not care about that,” says the general.

      “But they know Carys was stripped of her title,” the duke says. “They helped do it. They must know we do not align with the former royal.”

      “And Queen Aria still has her wings,” I point out. “If Faerie wanted to punish her—us—she could have taken them back as a sign of her displeasure.”

      “You all may have a point, but we should still discuss in the event we’re wrong.”

      “Agreed,” I say.

      “They might insist on a swift execution if we can hope for any kind of forgiveness,” says Qamara.

      But despite the arguments that Carys acted alone, I have very little hope. The fae aren’t known for such a human-like trait of forgiveness.

      “I think… this is an argument against the star fae having the ability to strip the full fae’s magic,” says the general.

      I don’t say it. I can’t admit it aloud just yet. But I’m afraid he’s right.

      There’s not much to do until the queen can think clearly and plan with us, so we adjourn. I wait until most have left before exiting the room and heading toward Aria’s rooms.

      I’m halfway down the royal hallway when I hear my brother’s familiar steps behind me.

      “Tien, wait!”

      I turn.

      “She’s not here,” he says, a little out of breath.

      “What do you mean?” Has she recovered enough to take action? Did she decide to meet with the council and the general after all?

      Sterling walks until he stands a few feet away. “Iris went after her. She tried to stop her, but that girl has recklessly flown off on fledgling wings.”

      The air flees my lungs, but I won’t show it. “What do you mean she’s flown off? Where has she gone?”

      “Aria made a portal. She went back to the human realm.”
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ARIA

        

      

    

    
      When I returned to the human realm, to say goodbye, I played dutiful teenage daughter so the Kings wouldn’t suspect something was wrong. Again. I went to school. Helped with dinner when it was my turn. Binged episodes of Andor on Disney+ with Blake on the weekends. I only allowed myself to wallow and feel sorry for myself in the middle of the night while my foster family slept.

      But I also stayed in bed too long on Saturdays, and pretended to be too engrossed in my phone more than once while Lindsey or Blake were talking to me.

      Still, I tried to enjoy these last moments I have with my human family.

      Because they are the last moments.

      I went to see Carys after they took her to the dungeon. I sat outside her cell while she sat motionless against the back wall. In the shadows. I could have dispelled the shadows and forced herself into the light, but I let them be. I let her keep her dignity in the darkness.

      

      “Carys,” I said, knowing I wouldn’t get a response. “Carys, it’s not too late to fix things. If you just gave back the magic—”

      “No, Aria. I can’t.”

      I wanted to tell her about the sacrifice. If she could just restore it so we can see if Faerie could be healed, then maybe I wouldn’t have to—

      “I felt it the moment I did it. I broke something,” she said. “I’m sorry for what I’ve done to our land, but it can’t be undone.”

      “If you could, would you?” I asked after several silent moments.

      “I’m sure Faerie will heal.”

      

      I walked through the gardens after that, thinking and contemplating everything that had happened. The plants and trees were shriveled to the point of unrecognition. Looking at them reminded me of the way King Aeden and Queen Mia crumpled when their magic was taken. Just like these plants, they shriveled in a sense. A part of them died too. What would become of the royals now? What would become of the full fae?

      There was no epiphany or deep sense of conviction when the quiet prompting entered my heart and made my path clear. I knew what I had to do.

      It was time to tie up all my affairs, so I went to the human realm to say goodbye.

      I should’ve made it quick, but selfishly wished for the adoption to be finalized first. And with the use of the Moira River, sacrificing memory for control over time, I bought myself adequate time with them. I felt like I owed it to them. I have a family, I know that, but the Kings—Lindsey and Blake and Ian—were my family when I was lost. They cared for me and took me in when I didn’t know who I was.

      They saved me.

      Who knows what might have happened if I’d been sent to the human realm without my memories and someone else had found me? Someone with less than noble and kind intentions? Or what if no one had taken me in?

      And if that had happened, what are the chances that Sterling would have run into me when he came looking?

      If not for my human family, I feel—to the core of my bones—I might never have found my way back home.

      Now I’m sitting in a courtroom with the Kings, wearing my favorite cream and gold sweater—which was tricky to tear the back up for my wings, then glamour everything to look human again. And we’re petitioning before a judge to make my adoption official.

      “I like these types of cases in my job,” the judge says, looking over the paperwork in front of him. Reading glasses teeter on the bridge of his nose and he smiles as he looks it over. “Sometimes I’m breaking apart a family in divorce cases, or emancipation, but I like to see a family adding another like this.” He looks up at me. “And you, Aria, are not that far away from adulthood, but still… here you are.”

      “We know she could leave in a few years, but she still needs a family,” Lindsey says. Her hand sits tightly in her lap, tearing at the tissue she holds. It’ll be worthless to her when she begins crying, but she won’t realize it until it happens.

      It’s endearing, and it causes heavy guilt and sadness of my own pouring over me. Am I being selfish? Going through this when I intend to disappear from their lives very soon?

      When I intend to disappear from every realm?

      Iris followed me when I came back to the human world, but I’ve kept the knowledge I learned from my grandmother close to my heart. There’s no need for her—or anyone else—to know about the sacrifice until absolutely necessary.

      My eyes burn at the thought, and I chide myself for not being more present in the moment, in this courtroom with humans who love me.

      The judge asks me a few questions, Miss Wen—the school counselor—gives a brief statement about our sessions. Then the judge asks Lindsey and Blake, and even Ian some questions before he signs the documents and it’s finalized.

      “It’s official, you’re now Aria King,” the judge says.

      Aria King, High Queen of Faerie.

      Blake stands and pulls me into his arms. Lindsey lets out a choked sob, then wraps her arms around me too. It doesn’t take long before I feel a third set of arms. Ian is now officially my human brother.

      Our caseworker ushers us to stand in front of the judge while she snaps dozens of pictures of our family. I try to keep my composure and smile without turning into a blubbering mess, but I can’t help the tears that finally begin to flow when Blake asks me to call him, Dad, then promptly whispers in my ear that if we get through dinner quickly, we can go home and finish Andor.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I lean forward in the bathroom mirror as I apply pink lip-gloss the following night. As much as I said I absolutely didn’t want to go to the winter formal, just like with the adoption, I relented. One last memory before… well, before I sacrifice myself to save the world!

      I told Ian I’d go. Not as Matt Green’s date, but I convinced Matt to give Ian his cousin’s phone number and the four of us could hang out at the dance together.

      He seemed satisfied with that.

      “You look lovely,” Lindsey says, leaning on the doorjamb. “Do you want help curling your hair or something?”

      I look at my hair. It lays around my shoulders in soft waves, but I never intended to keep it that way. I move my hands to twist it. Like always.

      Lindsey’s smile is mock-exasperated. “We could at least put some flowers or bling in it.”

      She walks behind me and opens the top drawer, pulling out a package of tiny plastic white flowers. Spring flowers don’t really go with a winter formal theme—and of course they’re nothing compared to the fresh blossoms a spring fae could adorn my hair with—but Lindsey clearly bought these and put them in the drawer with this purpose in mind. It’s so thoughtful I have to push back threatening tears.

      “I would love that,” I say. Lindsey opens the package as I finish twisting my hair, then I patiently clasp my hands in front of me while she places them throughout my twist. She’s beaming.

      “There,” Lindsey says once she’s finished.

      I look at the mirror once more. The white flowers are the perfect addition to my pale pink dress that falls to my knees. The fabric is nothing like the fabric in Faerie. It doesn’t move like stardust or resemble the color of twilight. There are no tiny wisps glowing and floating around it or silver embroidery that align with the constellations, moving as they move. Lindsey and I found the dress on clearance last week at the mall. It’s a bit wide in the hips, but I love the white tulle pleats attached to the sweetheart neckline and way the skirt swishes when I twist my hips. I turn and give her a meaningful look when I say, “Thanks, Mom.”

      Tears well instantly in her eyes and she blinks several times to rid them, because now Ian has popped his head in the door.

      “Ready, Sis?” He winks.

      “Ready!” I say and take his outstretched elbow. “Such a gentleman,” I tease, even though the gesture is so common in my other life.

      We walk downstairs and Lindsey insists that she take pictures by the mantle. We take turns posing while she aims her phone at us. Ian protests, but I can tell he enjoys the attention. When it’s my turn, I can’t help but wonder if this will be one of the photos the King’s use when they report my disappearance. With that in my mind, I struggle to keep my smile genuine and carefree, but hope they can’t read my thoughts every time they look at these pictures.

      I don’t intend to stay after the dance. I need to get back home. This is the last time I’ll see my new mom and dad. So after the photoshoot is done, I walk to Lindsey and hug her tightly.

      “Thank you for everything, Mom,” I whisper in her ear and when we part, her eyes are watery again.

      Lingering emotions from yesterday, for sure.

      “Don’t you two look dashing!” Blake says, coming in from the other room.

      I rush to him and bury my head in his shoulder. Saying thank you as a fae is never wise, but I’m doling them out generously tonight. “Thank you, Dad.”

      He hugs me tighter. But not long enough.

      “Have fun, you two,” he says, then Ian ushers me out the door.
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TIEN

        

      

    

    
      Sterling and I walk into the school for human younglings. It’s not the typical time for school, but the humans Aria lived with said we could find her here. They were skeptical to tell me where she was at first, but when I told them I was Sterling’s brother, and then my brother showed up and confirmed it, they provided her location.

      Music with low beats thrums in my ears and it smells… humid. Like clouds. Or ice, even. It’s easy to locate the room where the humans are. If not for the music reverberating off the walls of the hallway, the flashing lights pouring from the dark room lead me right to them.

      Gaudy blue and white round balls stuck together in what looks like a garden archway without the roses decorates the doorway. I lift a hand to touch one of the rubbery balls, but it explodes the moment I feel it, setting off a loud bang! that makes me and the other humans around me jump.

      “The student council spent a lot of time blowing up those balloons, and arranging the arches,” says a girl with brown hair and metal stuck to her teeth. “Don’t touch them.”

      I step away from the balloons to prevent exploding any more. Sterling chuckles beside me, finding the entire encounter hilarious. Then he leads me underneath the arch and into the dark ballroom.

      The air smells of drama, infatuation, and the sweat of young humans who bounce and writhe to the beat of the music. It reminds me of a revel, but with less grace. Still, it probably has much less depravity.

      But it all seems to fade away when I see her on the far side of the room. Her pale pink dress lays over her collarbones and falls to her knees. She wears small, delicate black slippers with cords that wrap around her ankle and calf. From here, I can even see the glow of the sunbeam around her neck. And although I note that the back of her dress dips low, I see no evidence of her new wings.

      Bravo, my queen. I muse, but I shouldn’t be surprised by her powerful glamour to hide her wings. After what I saw in the Winter Court forest, when she concealed us both from the winter guards looking for her shortly after her escape, now that the queen knows her true nature, glamour must be second nature to her.

      Queen Aria stands in a tight group of four. Two males and another female. I recognize one as the human who lives in her house. A sort of fraternal figure. A brother. I don’t recognize the other two.

      But I do recognize the way the other male gazes at her with a dazed expression and desire in his eyes. She either ignores it or doesn’t notice, but that’s my cue to make myself known, so I march across the polished floor toward the group.

      Sterling matches my pace, then holds out a hand to block me.

      “Let me handle it, Tien,” he says, giving me a meaningful look. I slow my steps, but don’t stop.

      I’m pleased to see the way the male takes a half-step backward when he sees my brother, then says, “Hey, Firell.”

      “Green.” Sterling nods then turns to the one I recognize. “King.”

      The three of them do some sort of ritualistic synchronized hand motion, but I’m done patiently letting my brother handle this and move toward the queen.

      “Could we talk?” I whisper, gripping her elbow.

      Her blue eyes lift to mine and her lips pull into a smile. “Hi, Tien.”

      “And who is this?” Green asks, stepping toward us.

      Sterling steps between us. “This is my brother, Tien.”

      “I need to speak with Aria,” I say, a little harsher than I intended, but I’m done with human pleasantries.

      “What if Aria doesn’t want to talk to you?” Green says, stepping around Sterling and standing in front of me.

      “Dance with me?” The queen asks, pulling me away from the group. “Don’t worry, Matt. I know Tien.”

      When we’re in the center of the floor and she’s in my arms, I relax a little. But only a little.

      “Why did you run away?” I ask, my earlier panic still thrumming through my veins even though I know she’s safe. “What Carys did was horrible, I know, and she’s been imprisoned but we must strategize. We must find a way to address what has happened.”

      “Just… be with me for a moment?” she asks, pulling back to look up at me. She runs her hands along the sleeves of my borrowed human jacket.

      I nod, unable to refuse her request—not because she’s my queen, but because I’d do anything for this girl. Queen or not. I pull her close and kiss the crown of her head before resting my cheek against her strawberry-scented hair.

      “I wasn’t running away,” she says, lifting her mouth to my good ear. “I had to… take care of some things.”

      “What things?” I pull back and frown but catch Green watching us from the corner of my eye. He’s watching us, but his eyes dart away when he sees my glare.

      “Not that.” She must’ve seen our exchange and turns so he’s no longer in my line of vision. “Matt’s just a friend. And soon it won’t matter.” She says the last part under her breath. “I planned to come back home in a few hours. I’ve done what I needed. It’s time to go back.”

      I stop our swaying and push back slightly. Sterling and I came here the moment we learned of the queen’s disappearance. Time in Faerie versus time in the human realm is unpredictable, but we weren’t very far behind her.

      “How long have you been here?” I ask, lowering my voice. “Did you use the river?”

      Her blue eyes lift to mine and I realize they’re welling with tears. “I had to, Tien. I had to have time to say goodbye.”

      Goodbye. I see her pain but feel relief. She wasn’t running away from her duties and fixing the mess her sister caused. “I see. You believe your time in the human world is over because you must step up to your role.”

      Aria lifts her shoulders. “Yes. I had hoped to visit often. But I see now… that it’s impossible.”

      I pull her toward me again, but she positions her face near my bad ear. She doesn’t want to talk anymore, but that’s okay. I’d dance with her here, hold her in her arms forever, if it meant I could take this pain away. Aria cared about the humans who took her in. They were the only beings she had any connection to when her memories were wiped. Of course, she’d feel strong familial feelings toward them.

      Of course, it’s painful for her to say goodbye.

      It doesn’t matter how long she’s been here, weeks… a month? I hope she’s felt the closure she came looking for.

      I hear faint whisperings in my left ear. Perhaps she’s forgotten my disability, but when I pull back and ask her what she said, she just smiles and says, “I love you, Tien. Thank you for coming.”
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ARIA

        

      

    

    
      I sit at Amberle’s vanity, clutching the crystalized sunbeam around my neck as I stare into the space where her projection stood moments ago. Shortly after I returned to Faerie, I came back to watch it again, to learn as much as I could about King Estelar’s vow and how I can do the same to save Faerie.

      Was it simple words? I wonder. Did he just vow to give up whatever was required to save the star fae? Is that all I need to do? Vow to give up my life to restore Faerie?

      “Your life?” Sterling interrupts my thoughts.

      I rise to my feet abruptly, causing the chair to topple behind me. My friend stands just beyond the shadows.

      “Aria, what are you talking about?”

      Apparently, my thoughts were said aloud.

      “I’m going over what I should say when I meet with the royals. How did you find me here?”

      “Geminia said you might be here,” he says, stepping into the light. “She wanted to come with me, but I thought whatever you were going through, you might not want a crowd.”

      “I’ve missed you, Sterling,” I say. “And I wanted to talk to you before—” I stop my words.

      “Before what?” Anger laces his tone. He walks toward me, fire in his eyes. “Before you sacrifice yourself? Does Tien know?”

      I want to lie. More than anything, I wish I could lie to him. But if anyone can be burdened with this truth, it should be him. My best friend and the one fae who knows me better than anyone else. Even better than Carys. He’s always been my voice of conscience. Even though he gladly joined me on my adventures, he was always more connected with the needs of the fae than I ever was. He’s the one who pushed me to be a better princess. To do what was best for Faerie.

      So, I speak to the disc and ask it to show Sterling the message from my grandmother.

      I watch him as he watches it, but his expression reveals nothing. And when Amberle finishes and disappears, I continue looking at him. His silence and pause are heavy.

      “You want to reverse it?” He finally turns to me. His expression is stone.

      “We always talked about how it was wrong,” I say. “Taking the magic. Treating the full fae the way we have. This is the way to right all those wrongs.”

      “Yes, but not at the expense of your life!” Sterling’s tone is frustrated. He frowns. “Isn’t there another way?”

      “What other way, Sterling?” I say, walking toward him. “What happened, happened because of the power Faerie gave us. And now she’s been destroyed. Because of us.”

      “Because of Carys.”

      “Carys is no longer the queen. She can’t undo this. I’m the only one who can.”

      “No, Aria. We don’t even know the extent of the damage to Faerie, surely—”

      “You and Tien saw what happened in the Winter Court when Queen’s Silver magic was drained,” I interrupt. “Carys took it from all of them. King Aeden and Queen Calla. Queen Mia. King Carpus. All of them. We saw the immediate effects of spring dying here. Do you think anything survived the royal’s magic being drained? I don’t need to see summer or autumn. I’m afraid to even look at the Sea of Neptulus.”

      By Sterling’s silence and downcast eyes, I can tell that he knows what I say is true.

      “You know I’m right.” I pause and let that sink in a moment. “You once told me that being queen means sometimes I have to make sacrifices and hard choices.”

      “I never—”

      “My memories are back, Sterling. All of them. You told me that the night of the big storm. When we saw those mermaids.”

      “But I didn’t mean you should sacrifice your life.” Sterling’s voice breaks.

      “I’m the high queen.” I gesture at the winter disc. “I’m the only one who can.”
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TIEN

        

      

    

    
      Queen Aria is quiet as I escort her to the library. She looks lovely in her simple pale blue gown with her delicate wings relaxed at her back. I can’t help but contrast this fae with the irresponsible and flippant princess she once was. She has taken to her role beautifully. She has a regal glow in the pinks of her cheeks and the sparkle in her eyes.

      I must believe it’s not just that I’m in love with her, because I see the difference in the way the servants bow to her. They adore her. She has earned their love and respect. She is the high queen we all need and love in this moment of crisis.

      Aria thought it would be best to assemble the court royals in a place where she once proved her value to them. When she wished to be a magnanimous and just queen to full fae and star fae alike.

      Even though at the time, she remembered nothing of her true heritage.

      All rise when she enters the room, but this group looks nothing like the vibrant fae who crowned her their new queen. Each face is drawn and pale. Each pair of eyes is dull. The very energy that once collided at the gathering of this group is missing. Vacant.

      She walks to the head of the room with the tall windows at her back and bids all to sit. They do, but the queen remains standing. So do I and I position myself behind her on the left. General Luto stands behind her on the right.

      “What happened at the revel was devastating,” she begins.

      I’m surprised that she hasn’t begun with pleasantries or fluff. She’s gone right into the issue.

      “I see how it affected all of you and we all see what it did to Faerie.” She gestures with her hands and her wings seem to mimic the actions. She’s taken to her wings so quickly, it’s almost difficult to imagine that she didn’t always possess them. “I’ve known for some time that taking the magic of the full fae is not only tragic for the fae, but it’s also destructive to our realm. Faerie gave something of herself when she gave the star fae that protective power.”

      A few grumbles sound, but the others quickly silence it.

      “As queen, I wish to remedy this.” She pauses so long I’m tempted to step forward to see if she’s alright. I can’t see her face to guess at her emotion. “And I have found a way—”

      The door bursts open, and every guard in the room is at immediate attention until we recognize the intruder.

      It’s the queen’s brother, Prince Piz.

      “Aria, I need to speak with you,” he says, a little breathless. He marches down the center of the room toward her with wild desperation.

      General Luto and I step around the queen to intercept the prince.

      “Prince Piz. Queen Aria might be your sister, but she is also your queen,” General Luto says, lifting a hand to stop him. “And this meeting is for ruling royals only. You cannot come barging in like this.” Without touching him, the general manages to urge the prince to step backward toward the exit.

      When I step forward to help, the prince’s eyes snag on me and his expression shifts. He stops walking and turns back to his sister. “This is why you gathered us together before, wasn’t it?” he says. “Why you wanted to spend time will your brothers and sisters as soon as you returned from the human realm.” His eyes flicker to me before looking back.

      These words are for me.

      “Because you were saying goodbye, weren’t you?”

      “Goodbye?” I whip toward Aria, but everyone else in the room has turned toward her in shock too.

      “Piz,” Aria pleads.

      “Geminia told me everything.”

      General Luto allows the prince to walk closer toward the queen.

      “She led me to the secret room,” says Prince Piz, lowering his voice. “She told me about the message from Queen Amberle.”

      “Piz, I must do this,” Aria’s tone tears at my heart. “It is my duty.”

      “Everyone knows about your relationship with Captain Firetail,” he says louder. Spinning around to point at me. “Did he get a goodbye?”

      This is clearly a tactic, but I don’t disagree with whatever Prince Piz is trying to reveal.

      “What is he talking about?” General Luto asks, no longer concerned with escorting the prince out.

      “I know how to fix everything. Restore the magic. Heal Faerie.” Aria’s holds her head high. “I know how the vow worked when King Estelar made it. I know the requirements—I am the requirement to undo it.”

      I forget my station for a moment and walk toward her. “What do you mean, you’re the requirement?”

      She glances at me briefly, but looks around the room, addressing everyone. “King Orion didn’t kill King Estelar. King Estelar sacrificed his life for the power Faerie gave to the star fae. He sacrificed himself in order to protect his posterity.”

      Gasps ripple around the room.

      “King Orion was his half-fae son. As the high king of Faerie, King Estelar had the title and the authority to ask what he did of Faerie.” She pauses and breathes deeply. “As the high queen of Faerie, I have that same power to make a request of my own.”

      I launch myself after her, desperate to stop her from sacrificing herself, but General Luto stops me before I can reach her and I quickly feel several pairs of hands restraining me from moving.

      When she closes her eyes, readying herself to make her vow, all I can do is scream her name.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com







            Chapter Forty-Six

          

          

      

    

    

OceanofPDF.com






ARIA

        

      

    

    
      I’m not sure how to do this, but can you hear me, Faerie? We spoke once before, when you made me queen, but I wish to make a vow…

      The library disappears and I’m transported back Faerie’s Formless Embrace. The place between places where Faerie brought me when I was crowned queen.

      I expect to hear her voice, but hear nothing. Not even the sound of my own breathing.

      “Hello?” I say, aloud. “Faerie? Can you hear me? I wish to make a vow.”

      More silence.

      “Please.” My voice cracks and I fall to my knees. My wings catch my fall, but the ‘ground’ in this nothingness has no form to hurt me anyway. Please don’t be dead. Please say something. Please tell me I’m not too late to save you.

      Please accept me as a sacrifice.

      
        
        “I… hear you,” she says finally. Her voice barely a whisper—although I’m not hearing her voice as sound. It’s barely a thought in my head. She sounds weak. She is weak.

      

      

      She’s dying.

      “I want to fix things,” I say, quickly. “The power you gave us to strip the magic of those who would hurt us is killing you. I want to give it back. Take the power back. Heal yourself.”

      
        
        “It’s not done…” Pause. “…so easily.”

      

      

      “I know.” I say, inhaling deeply. “You require a sacrifice from the high queen.”

      Silence overshadows me, dimming the brightness slightly, and stealing my breath. It lasts for several long moments, but I don’t dare break it. I don’t dare speak and ruin my chance to save her.

      
        
        Finally, I hear her voice again. “You have not been the queen for long.”

      

      

      “Does that matter?”

      
        
        “When Estelar Illuminae made his vow, he had been high king for many centuries.”

      

      

      Does she mean I haven’t been a queen long enough? Must I live and see the destruction that has happened until she deems my rule long enough to fix herself? What if it’s too late?

      “There isn’t time for me to rule for centuries,” I say. “You know this. It must be now.”

      Another pause.

      That drags longer.

      
        
        “Are you sure?”

      

      

      I take a deep breath, then say, “Yes.”
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TIEN

        

      

    

    
      The fae finally understand the meaning of sacrifice. They mourn Queen Aria like they knew her, like they understood the intricacies of her character and the exact flavor of her life.

      But they mourn a deity. A saint. They mourn a queen they’ve created in their minds, not the infuriating, irritating, impossible star fae she was.

      In the curls of her golden blonde hair that lies on the silk pillow beneath her head, they see the tiaras and crowns she proudly wore where I only see damp strands soaked with saltwater.

      In the soft hands that lay folded across her middle, they see beauty and poise. I see dirt from her time in the Winter Court dungeon and our trek through the wilds of Faerie.

      In her delicate ivory and gold wings that lay beside her, they see the miracle that happened upon her coronation. I only see the miracle that was her.

      In her pink lips they see all the speeches not given and the bargains not made. Where I see…

      They’ve laid her on a raised glass litter on the beach where she could hear the waves of the sea crash against the shore—if her ears could hear. Where she could smell the salt if her nose could smell.

      Madseok has been adorned with vines of ivy and seaweed, of strands of aspen leaves and cherry blossoms, and frozen pinecones. He stands regal and nearly domesticated next to his fallen master. Even the crimson of his eyes seems to have dimmed.

      He grieves her too.

      Thousands of fae have come to honor their fallen queen. They must, because her sacrifice wasn’t in vain. Their rivers now run clear, and their trees again bear green leaves. Every flying fae was sent to search all of Faerie to see that she was restored to her former, immortal glory. Morrigu flew to the edges of the Autumn Court while pixies scoured every nook and cranny in Spring. High mountains and the deepest part of the Sea of Neptulus was inspected.

      Thanks to Aria’s sacrifice, Faerie is whole again. And the magic of every full fae is restored.

      I cannot say it aloud, but I would live in a dead, desolate realm if I could have her back. Even if it meant she was no longer a queen and I no longer her captain.

      I would even live an exponentially shortened life in the human realm if it meant I could keep her just a little bit longer.

      The Elmwhisk princes and princesses sit huddled on a bluff not far away. Piz is the clear leader, the head of the family, and soon he must also lead the fae, but for now, he is the strength for his grieving brothers and sisters. They’ve now lost both parents and two sisters.

      “Captain, you’ve watched over her for days.” General Luto says, but his tone has grown weary. It’s the only thing he’s said to me for days. “Go, get some rest,” he says again. His order filled with less zest than it once did. “I’ll guard our queen.”

      “I wish to stay,” I say, although my feet are numb and my muscles stiff. My response has also become automatic. Rote.

      Still, the discomfort is easy to bear after the trows’ lair and is nothing compared to the pain that burns and tears and breaks inside my chest.
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        * * *

      

      The mortal human side of me could only handle the stance for so long before I collapsed. When I jerk awake, finding myself sprawled in the damp sand under the light of a bright full moon, I see a sleeping Sterling near me.

      He has come to be with me, I realize, and feel a tiny bit of solace knowing that he will help me keep the memory of the beautiful Aria alive because he loved her too.

      I look around and see no other fae. Even the Elmwhick royals have retired.

      But when my eyes catch on the glass platform, my heart drops to my knees and I gasp for air as I scramble toward it.

      Aria’s body is gone. In its place sits the crown crafted by the different courts for her coronation.

      A scream is about to wretch itself from my throat when I catch sight of her blonde hair sprawled in the sand. Her body lying on her side with her head turned away and seaweed draped over her body. A raven stands next to her, staring at her face.

      Kraa! The bird cries.

      Iris. I realize as I inhale deeply to calm my racing heart.

      Iris flew with the other morrigus to investigate the restoration of Faerie, but Sterling said she shifted the moment she heard the news and I wonder if she’s returned to her human form since. Morrigus escape painful emotions while in their bird forms.

      I’d shift into a lesser form too if I could.

      Kraa! Kraa! Iris cries again, then flaps her large wings, lifting into the air.

      I crawl toward Aria’s prostrate body as a single black feather floats down from Iris’s plumage. When it falls on her cheek, I’m drawn to remove it, but the moment it touches her delicate skin, her eyelashes twitch.

      No.

      I scramble toward her, praying to Vejo it wasn’t my imagination.

      Lifting her shoulders to cradle her head in my arms, I mutter under my breath. “Come back to me. Please come back to me.”

      Her head lolls back. My heart sinks and I lift my head skyward, bracing for the sob that crawls up my throat.

      “Tien?”

      My gaze falls back down and I’m suddenly and gloriously looking back into wide, sparkling, living bluebell-colored eyes.

      “You’re awake.”
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A FEW YEARS LATER

        

      

    

    
      Jasmine-infused bathwater assaults my senses when I walk into my rooms.

      “In. Now,” orders Hillbap with one hand hitched on her hip and the other pointed at the washroom. I have to keep from smiling. She may be small, but my leprechaun maid is filled with spunk. “You cannot address Faerie looking—” She pinches her nose. “And smelling like that.”

      “So I won’t,” I say from the bathroom, stripping off my sea-soaked riding clothes and sinking into the hot, enormous tub. “Alexa,” I address the echo dot Lindsey and Blake gave to me as a present for college last year. “Play the new Taylor Swift album.”

      It was tricky figuring out wifi in Faerie, but former Queen Silver lent some shadow magic projection tips that work even better than wifi. It’s helped me keep my connection with the Kings without raising too much suspicion about my study abroad program. Learning about my connection and relation to the once Winter Queen has had some unintended perks. Funny that she was once my enemy.

      I scrub the salt and sand out of my hair until my arms ache as the pop-star sings a power-ballad. My wings require a lighter touch, as I’ve found that too much force makes them sting like a scraped knee. Once I’m cleaned and rinsed, I dry off and don the fluffy pink robe made specially to accommodate my wings, then wrap my hair in a towel.

      Hillbap comes in and conjures wind to gently dry my wings. It only takes her a few moments, then we walk toward vanity and hear a knock on the door.

      “It’s me,” Iris says on the other side.

      “Good timing,” I muse. “Come in!”

      She waltzes in with a gown the color of a sunset draped over one arm. “I took inspiration from Amberle’s dress, the one you wore to your coronation,” she says. “Given the circumstance, I thought it wise to remind the courts of that day and that they chose you as their queen.”

      “Yes! Let’s get her dressed,” Hillbap says. “She’s already late.”

      “A queen is never late,” I tease, quoting Julie Andrews from The Princess Diaries.

      “Yes, especially the queen of Faerie,” Iris says, helping me into the dress. “But Aria isn’t late. The fae are still gathering. They are late. She is making no one wait.”

      They turn me toward the mirror. My hair is still damp from my bath, but my eyes are drawn to yet another masterpiece Iris has created.

      “It’s exquisite,” I breathe.

      My morrigu friend—my raven—has tailored this dress to perfection. The base color of the bodice is a deep orange, almost red, with intricate soft sunset-orange satin overlay that gives it a near glowing appearance. The sleeves are delicate lace that reaches my wrists and the back dips low for my wings. The skirt has a reverse-ombre effect matching the color of the bodice, but gradually darkens to a deep crimson where it brushes the floor.

      I marvel that Iris, autumn fae with magic for destruction and decay, has chosen her profession in the creation of beautiful things.

      “It’s not the same color as Amberle’s,” Iris says. “But the form and the long sleeves, and the way the color highlights the color of her wings are all attributes of you ancestor’s dress.”

      “It’s beautiful, Iris,” I say as she adjusts the hemline and picks at invisible lint. I feel at my sides for—

      “The pocket is here,” Iris moves my wandering hand to the opening of the hidden pocket. I find the other pocket and bury both hands into them and smile. Dresses are better with pockets.

      Iris smiles too, but shakes her head and moves to weave my hair into a twist while Hillbap brushes something glittering and gold on my eyelids. The two of them make quick work of getting me ready, and soon, with Amberle’s crystalized sunbeam around my neck, I’m heading for the throne room to speak to my subjects.

      Tien meets me in the hall and my heart flutters at the sight of him. He offers his left arm—the arm near his bad ear—and when I take it, he leans down and says, “You look lovely, as always.”

      But I can’t say anything, only beam back at him because he won’t hear it. He stubbornly insisted that he retain his injury a little longer. A penance or something for not realizing who I was when our memories were erased.

      I think part of it is an excuse for moments like this.

      Despite our relationship, I cannot forget my place when we must focus on our duties. When you address your subjects as a queen, I must act as captain.

      The rest of him has healed, though. I squeeze his arm tightly, feeling the restored muscle and note that his uniform fits him across his broad shoulders well again.

      Thankfully, he gently squeezes back in response.

      But when we reach the door to the throne room, he releases my arm. I protest by fluttering my wings to lift me slightly so I can kiss him. It’s brief, but it sends the message, and he quickly kisses me back. Then mutters, later, against my lips.

      I look up at the ceiling without moving my head, gesturing that we should meet on the roof later.

      He mocks me with a bow, and I laugh out loud.

      “Finally!” I say. “The always serious, broody, Captain Tien Firetail has finally grown a sense of humor!”

      At that, he straightens again, but the smile still plays on his lips.

      And the thought I’ve had for ages escapes, “Have you thought about hanging up that Captain title in exchange for a better one?”

      “A better—”

      “King Consort?”

      A sparkle glints in his green eyes when he whispers, “Just tell me when.”

      My heart flips with happiness and I’m forced to bite down on my bottom lip to keep from crying out as my eyes swim with tears.

      “We’ll talk later,” he says, looking up at the ceiling, then brushes a gentle thumb beneath my eyelid, catching a tear before it falls. “Right now, you must be a queen.”

      I nod and blink away the emotion, then straighten my shoulders and smile up at him.

      He leans down for another stolen kiss, then guides me with a near touch of his hand at the small of my back, just below my wings, into the throne room.

      I walk in with my chin high and a smile as the gathered crowd erupts with joy and applause and my name in their chant. I smile at my brothers and sisters sitting in their places on the dais as I pass them to the center. I insisted that they be positioned for all to see at this gathering.

      All of my siblings are here. Except one.

      The showing of power is not as essential as it was in the beginning, but the reminder doesn’t hurt.

      Faerie herself brought me back to life. I was dead. A sacrifice she accepted in order to heal her. As if bound by a bargain, or perhaps seeing my sacrifice as something different than King Estelar’s, she chose to bring me back to life. That more than anything has given me the fae’s respect. Me. A star fae. A halfling. But no longer a nothing.

      It’s as if they felt bound to me knowing that my choice resulted in the return of their magic and the star fae’s ability to take that magic was taken away. And so, they still accept me as their queen.

      Except, I still possess that ability. I can feel it. But no one—except for my inner circle, Tien, Sterling, and Iris—knows that.

      “The court royals and I have come to an agreement about the judging system we intend to use to keep order in Faerie,” I start, and resist the temptation to shove my hand in my pocket and feel the note inside. The one I’ve folded and unfolded and read and reread a hundred times in preparation for this.

      After all, she was always better at this part.

      “In fact, could I have all ruling royals stand up here with me?” I say, glancing from King Carpus to Queen Mia. From Queen Morvenna’s large eyes to King Aeden’s sunshine hair. All rise from their seats and move toward the dais. Lastly, I look at Queen Silver and feel a brief icy chill, but it isn’t unwelcome anymore. She looks at me in a way that would have been inconceivable only a few short years ago. Now she looks at me with… well, pride and something very close to familial love. She sacrificed something too for the greater good and came out with all restored. She changed somehow. She showed that her love of the fae and Faerie were stronger than her need for power. It’s something I never would have suspected.

      As I describe the judging system, that we will have a collection of judges from each court to keep order in Faerie, I feel the weight of approval from everyone who stands next to me and behind me on the dais.

      We have reached and agreed on a system for fairness and justice. In Faerie of all places.

      I thank the human side of me for that.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, I stand on the roof in silence, with Tien next to me as we gaze over the roiling waves of the sea, contemplating the next step in our future together.

      “I told Lindsey and Blake to count on us for Thanksgiving dinner,” I say, fluttering my left hand and watching the way the starlight catches the moonshimmerite stone in my new ring. My engagement ring.

      Tien said moonshimmerite is the counterpart precious stone to a crystalized sunbeam but holds the essence of a moonbeam. Since I have more winter fae heritage in me, he thought it more appropriate than creating a ring with a piece of my summer fae ancestor’s precious crystal.

      It’s round and gives off an ethereal silver-blue hue reminiscent of the moon’s glow. Set high in a swirling, carved opal setting, it gives off a luminescence that looks like pearl-like clouds cradling the tiny moon.

      I don’t know how Tien acquired the ring so quickly, especially with the events of the day, but I suspect he’s had it for a while. Perhaps he was only waiting for a sign from me and my mention of him becoming the King Consort was the hint he needed.

      “Perhaps we should tell them about this.” Tien raises my hand and kisses the back of it.

      With a near-complete happiness filling my core, I turn back toward the view and look up at the stars. The constellation Pleiades captures my attention and my mood falls. I remember standing on this very roof as Carys told me the story of the seven sisters and the trickster crow, when she looked so sad about the seventh sister she had lost.

      Carys fled the moment she was released from prison. I had hoped we could work toward a reconciliation, but she moment she was freed, she disappeared.

      Despite the letters she sends with advice in court matters, I don’t know where she is. Now she’s the lost sister.

      “They want me to ask Sterling and Iris if they have plans for Thanksgiving too,” I add, distracting my thoughts. “I think we had just a little bit too much fun last year when they came.” I laugh at the memory.

      “I’m sure they’ll love to come,” Tien says, flashing a rare smile that has become much more common tonight, then leans down and kisses me gently.

      “Do you think… I could come to Thanksgiving?”

      I whip around to see the identical face to mine. She looks regal as always, but her hair is cropped short and her posture demure.

      “I’m not sure what it is but—”

      I stop her words by rushing toward her and throwing my arms around her. “Of course you can come!”

      When we pull back, I notice glistening tears in my sister’s eyes.

      “I heard about today,” Carys says. “You have become an excellent queen, Your Majesty.”

      “Thanks to your letters,” I say, smiling, then pull her letter from my pocket.

      She smiles at it, but then her expression falls again. “Look, I-I’m sorry. Queen Aria, I—”

      “Aria,” I say. “To you, I’m just Aria.”

      

      THE END

      

      >>>>> Keep Reading for a sneak peak of COURTING FAE THIEVES AND CROWNS <<<<

      

      Chapter 1

      

      I crouch on the balls of my feet with my toes gripping the edge of the ledge and peer into the room through the window. Balancing is easy with the dragonfly wings I was born with. They’re the perfect color of iridescent blue and are nearly invisible after sunset. Still, I quiet them so the hum doesn’t give me away. No one likes a spy.

      The sky is dark, but a shadow catches my attention.

      I flick my right wing once with a quick signal. Wait. He hasn’t left yet.

      The shadow retreats.

      I adjust my feet and watch the fae called Nightfall inside. My stamina is good, but after six hours and nine nights of waiting for Nightfall to leave, with his twitching lion’s tail and permanent frown, my joints are stiff from disuse.

      I have memorized his routine. He never leaves his cottage. He rarely leaves this room or takes his eyes off the locked trunk. He opens it often, so I know where he hides the key. Nightfall is like a dragon the way he hoards his treasure.

      A loud, ear-splitting commotion sends a shock through me, and for the first time, I lose my balance. Jerking backward, I push both wings outward with force to right myself before settling back on the ledge.

      Breathing heavily as blood rushes through my veins, I listen for any sign he heard me. I wait for the fae to peer out the window and catch me. A door slams deeper in the house and I dare look back into the room. Nightfall is gone. Likely rushing off to see whatever caused the racket.

      Now is my chance.

      I dart forward, propelling myself through the open window and into the room, landing quietly on my feet. I rush to the bookshelf and reach up for the red-spine, hollowed-out book on the top shelf and retrieve the key.

      A door below slams. I freeze.

      Did Nightfall leave? Has he come back?

      Heavy boots sound on the stairs. The footsteps are ascending.

      “Amberle!” Clay hisses from outside the window. “He’s coming back!”

      I don’t look at my partner and fall hard on my knees before my wings can soften my fall. They crack painfully on the wood floor. My fingers are quick and still as a seamstress as I shove the key into the lock and twist it with a satisfying click. Jerking the lock away, I lift open the trunk expecting to see a glittering diadem encrusted with diamonds, a ruby-hilted sword, or even a sack full of gold coins, but I see none of those. Just the leather-bound bundle of papers I’m here for.

      The footsteps reach the top landing. I only have seconds.

      I grab the papers and tuck them under my arm while fumbling to replace the lock. Then I stand and press myself against the side of the bookshelf as Nightfall enters the room. The key is still clutched in my hand.

      To better conceal myself, I suck in a breath and press harder against the wall, crushing my wing and a radiating pain shoots up my left side. I bite my lip to stop myself from crying out.

      As expected, Nightfall glances at his trunk as soon as he enters the room but seems satisfied that nothing is amiss and goes back to his seat, hovered over his desk, pouring over a book.

      My heart hammers in my chest. If the fae glances over, he’ll see me. I hold my breath. Even a small twitch might capture his notice. A pit forms in my stomach.

      No one likes a spy, but everyone hates a thief.

      Movement at the window catches my attention. I scowl at Clay, the pain still thumping in my back. He’s up to something.

      What are you doing? I want to scream at him, but know that even if I could, he’s stubborn enough to do whatever perrifool thing he’s got his mind set on.

      I hear the same commotion just outside, causing Nightfall to fly from his seat and rush to the window. I don’t hesitate and fly out the door and down the stairs, keeping my feet just off the floor so my steps don’t make a sound. My adrenaline is pumping so hard I barely notice the throbbing of my wing. When I reach the bottom landing, I slow and plant my feet back on the ground, fold my wings protectively against me and crane my head to listen for signs I’m being followed. Whatever Clay did to distract him has stopped, and the cottage is quiet. Slowly, I turn the knob to the front door and pull it open, cringing as the hinges whine from desuetude.

      But I’ve disappeared back into the night without bothering to find out if I was heard. If Clay has been found out or captured, it won’t do either of us any good if I am too.
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        * * *

      

      Clay and I lounge in the shadows of a high rooftop, eating rainbow fruit-tarts and dividing the payout between us. Thankfully, whatever distraction my partner created, he wasn’t caught or even seen. He tosses the key I never returned upward, then catches it.

      “Why didn’t you put this back?” he asks, tossing it again. The action is becoming irritating. Although Clay is an expert at thieving, it’s times like this that I’m reminded of our age gap. He’s like the irritating younger brother I never had but felt responsible to take in. Although I’m nearly grown now, I wasn’t much older than him when they took my father and forced me into this life—alone—on the streets to thieve for survival.

      “I ran out of time,” I say, taking a bite of blackberries and puff pastry. At least my wing is feeling better. My injury was like stubbing a toe. Painful in the moment, but it didn’t last long.

      “But the next time that fae looks for his key, he’ll know he was robbed.”

      “The next time he looks for his key, he probably plans to open his trunk again,” I say. “He’ll figure out someone robbed him, anyway. I might have bought more time by keeping the key because he won’t know the deeds are missing until he breaks the lock to look.”

      Clay ignores my triumphant look. “Did the client say what the deeds were?”

      “Just that they were for some undiscovered land in the human world. Nightfall planned to wait until the humans found it and settled, before announcing himself as their king.”

      “Classy. Ruling a bunch of humans.” Clay scoffs and shakes his head.

      “You’re part human,” I snap. “Why did you say that like humans are worthless?”

      “I never said they were worthless,” he says, tossing his blue-black hair out of his eyes. “And you’re half-human too. It’s just like a lowly fae like Nightfall to exploit the humans in their own world to make himself feel powerful.”

      “It’s better than exploiting star fae like us.”

      “Is it? At least we have a chance of fighting back. Humans have no chance.”

      He has a point.

      “It’s a good thing they stay in their realm. For their own safety.”

      “Maybe now,” I point out. “We’d both be full-blooded fae if they never stumbled into Faerie.”

      “True.” Clay throws the key again. I snatch it mid-air and pocket it. He scowls at me, but says nothing and reaches for another rainbow tart and changes the subject. “Well, if keeping the key was the only mistake then I’d say—”

      “What do you mean?” I interrupt. “The only mistake?”

      “I’m just saying, if not for me, you would have failed tonight.”

      “Yes Clay, we make an excellent team,” I drone, but he’s wrong. I could have done it alone. Clay’s distractions just helped speed up the process. “But I wouldn’t call it a mistake.”

      Clay makes a noncommittal grunt.

      “It wasn’t a mistake,” I protest, sitting up and shooting him a challenging look.

      “That’s not what I meant,” he says sincerely. He sits straighter to drive the point home. “Still, after the king’s announcement today, I thought best-case, you’d postpone the job for another night.”

      “And worst-case?” I aim an eyebrow at him and twitch my wings in annoyance.

      “You’d get us both caught and sent to a cell.”

      “I assure you I don’t care about some silly Consort Tourney.”

      “I think you do. Whenever it’s mentioned, you excuse yourself or disappear,” he says. “Do you want to be chosen or something? Do you think you can woo and win the heart of Prince Orion?”

      “What? No!” I nearly shout but keep my voice down. We’re not likely to be heard so high on the roof of this inn, but I’m not taking chances. But if Clay wasn’t such an asset, I’d strangle him for even mentioning it. “You know they won’t let star fae into the competition, anyway.”

      “You’re right,” he says. “I heard invitations were already being delivered. Raine Hazelfalls received one.”

      “Well, she’s practically spring royalty. It’s not unexpected,” I say, then lean back. “Why do you care?”

      He shrugs. “I like to know what’s going on. This fancy magic they intend to use so we can all watch the competition has me on edge.”

      I pull my knees up to my chest and wrap my arms around them and press my wings against my back. Now that the thrill of the job has worn off, the night chill is getting to me. “It bothers you?”

      “Yes. It feels... deceptive.”

      “Ha! Everything the full-blooded fae does is a deception! I don’t even want to imagine what Faerie would be like if one of them could actually lie!”

      Clay picks invisible dirt from his shirt, then brushes his hand along his sleeve. “You know how I created a ruckus to distract Nightfall? This entire competition feels like the High Court is doing the same thing just to keep our attention away from something else.”

      “What do you think they’re hiding?”

      “I don’t know,” he says, then glances at me. “What are you hiding? Why do you always clam up when someone mentions the Tourney? I mean, besides now?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” I say and flit my wings outward to aid my balance as I stand to leave.

      “Is it because of your father’s disappearance?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” I repeat and turn away, touching the skin next to my right eye to feel the edge of my promise mark. It’s an unconscious habit whenever my father is mentioned to trace the curves and lines of the inked mark.

      “Amberle, I’m your closest friend,” Clay says, pulling at my arm. “I’m pretty sure I’m your only friend, but all I know is that your father went missing seventy years ago—” He jerks his hand away as something occurs to him.

      I whip on him and see the look of epiphany on his face.

      His eyes rise to meet mine as my vision blurs. “He disappeared the same year they announced the Tourney, didn’t he?”

      “He didn’t disappear,” I say. “He was taken. He was imprisoned.”

      Clay’s eyes widen. “Do you think it’s connected? His imprisonment and the Tourney?”

      I pump my wings, taking off from the roof.

      “Amberle!” Clay calls, threatening to wake up all of Rosewind. But he doesn’t have wings, so he can’t come after me.

      My eyes burn as I push myself higher into the sky. Clay can’t be asking me questions like that. Not if he doesn’t want to share a cell with my father. Because if he knew they took my father the same day they announced the Tourney, not just the same year, he’d know the two were connected. It’s the reason I’m a thief. It’s the reason no one, not even Clay, knows where I live. Because if the high king found out that I suspected anything, I’d disappear too.

      I take the long way home, stopping on rooftops far from my neighborhood to watch the streets and ensure I’m not being followed. Even by Clay. So, when I finally arrive at the small, unused storage room above the bakery shop I call home, the sky is the color of pale lavender, announcing the rising sun. I already smell the bread and pastries in the oven down below and envision what delicacies I’ll buy after I get a few hours of sleep. Maybe I’ll send that youngling who lives down the street to buy them for me.

      My fluttering wings send a piece of refuse sliding across the floor, just another piece of parchment blown in by the wind from the bustling city below. I go about my routine, picking up the jug of water from the corner and pouring the rest of it into my makeshift washbasin. I take my time scrubbing my face and hands before glancing at the broken mirror-glass leaning against the wall. My silvery hair could use a wash too, but my water is gone. I’ll have to get more soon.

      I sit on the edge of my mattress and eat one more tart before lying down for some much-needed sleep. My eyes trail to the rectangular paper still lying on the floor and my mouth goes dry when I read my name in curling calligraphy across it: Amberle Kindra.

      My heart jumps into my throat.

      I swallow and my tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth. I inch forward to pick it up.

      It’s a letter. Addressed to me.

      In the seventy years since my father was taken, I haven’t received a single package or letter from anyone. When I became a ghost—aka the infamous Silver Shadow—to keep my freedom, I trusted no one. I disappeared from the village where anyone knew what happened to me and my father.

      With fumbling fingers, I turn it over and break the seal I’d recognize anywhere. It’s the royal seal of a sun wearing a crown.

      

      
        
        Amberle Kindra,

        

        You are hereby requested to report at Herdan in a fortnight as one of the potential candidates in the upcoming Consort Tourney. At The Choosing, fifteen young fae will be selected from the candidates to compete in front of all of Faerie for a chance to win the heart of Prince Orion Illuminae.

        

        —Signed, King Estelar Illuminae
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            Thank you for reading!
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