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To Kristen and Rachel, without whom this story would have never come to life.

[image: ]

Brucie tucked her wings in as she crept down the maternity ward, her small bundle cradled securely in her arms. Avery had flown ahead to make sure their chosen one was in the nursery, so they could make the switch and leave quickly. 

“Hurry, hurry,” Avery said, her own wings hidden beneath a pair of scrubs. Brucie handed her the small bundle and snatched the baby boy from his cradle. 

“Oh,” Brucie cooed. “Look at those curls!” The baby opened his eyes and blinked at the fairy, who uttered another gasp. “And those lashes! Such a beautiful child you are.”

“Shoo, shoo, off with you! Go on,” Avery said. “Hurry, before someone discovers us.”

She set the bundle in the cradle and touched the baby fairy’s cheek gently. “We’ll see you again, mon cherie. Yes, my fair red-haired one, when the time is right, we’ll see you again, yes we will.”

Pink glitter sprinkled from her fingers, and she whisked a tear away. The small postcard on the cradle changed from blue to pink, and Avery disappeared with a final toss of fairy dust.

“They won’t remember they had a boy, you’re sure?” Brucie whispered.

Avery glared at her. “I know what I’m doing, you know.”

“You’ve done this before?”

Avery shook her head. “Of course not, but he’s the only child born at the precise second our little fae took her first breath, he is. He’s the only one we can take, he is. Now hush. I hear humans coming down the hall, I do.
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If it wasn’t for a missed alarm on the morning of my fifteenth birthday, I probably would have never met him. Him being Cath, the boy who would change my life and everything I thought I knew before that day. 

“Good morning, Rhyme,” my father said, pausing his cello playing long enough to greet me. I waved and grabbed a bowl of cereal, which I shoveled down as fast as I could.

That was how every morning went, me grabbing breakfast on the run to the constant sound of my musically gifted parents serenading me with a different instrument the entire time. No instrument existed that one of my parents couldn’t play, and sometimes it was overwhelming.

I mean, here I am, a girl named Rhyme, with legs much too long for my body, a messy mop of bright red hair, and a strange set of parents who literally sang for their supper—anywhere, anytime. Most days, I’d rather be running around in the field barefooted than practicing my violin, even if it did cast a magical spell over everything whenever I did play it.

Oh, did I forget to mention that? It happened every time I threw myself into the music, which was usually after about the first five minutes of playing.

It started when I was ten years old. My parents knew about it but refused to explain why it happened and why it waited until then to start. They just smiled and nodded—so annoying!— and shrugged their shoulders and told me to keep practicing. 

More recently, they were pushing me to join the band, but I’m not interested in other people finding out about the strange things that happened every time my bow touched a string. I mean, like I needed another reason for the kids at school to pick on me. My best and only friend, Cheyenna, didn’t even know about it, and we told each other everything.

But all that changed when the most beautiful boy in the world walked into the school building behind me, his arms loaded with instruments and his backpack so full it overflowed.

“Hi, I’m Cath,” he said. 

His perfect white teeth gleamed beneath an adorable, dimpled smile that took up his whole face. I mean, it even reached his dreamy slate-blue eyes—eyes so dark they almost looked gray. My mind wandered into a blissful place where only Cath and I existed, dancing carelessly in a blaze of color and sunlight that smelled like lilacs and freshly made funnel cake at the county fair. Forget school. Forget life. I wanted to stay in that place forever.

“Um, can you tell me where the guidance office is? I need to get my schedule,” he asked.

“Oh!” I said, my daydream bursting like a bubble in my head. He stared at me with that smile plastered on his face until it wasn’t. “Yeah, come on. I’m headed there myself.” 

My cheeks warmed as he followed me to the office, and for the first time in my life, I wished I had put on something nicer than my usual black leggings and black pullover hoodie. I wasn’t Goth. I just liked the color black. I mean, it went with everything, right?

I chewed a fingernail waiting for Mrs. Wains to give me my hall pass, half hoping Cath would be in my class so I could walk with him a little longer. I wasn’t that lucky, of course. Mrs. Wains dangled the tardy pass in front of me and shooed me out of the office.

It would be two more days before I saw Cath again. Two more long days of science (yawn), social studies (double yawn), and gross cafeteria food I refused to eat. 

The highlight of my day was study hall with Cheyenna. We had the most laidback teacher ever who didn’t care if we got any work done or spent the whole period on our cell phones as long as we were quiet. 

“Did you see the new boy yet?” Cheyenna asked as she plopped into the chair next to me.

“Cath? Yeah, I helped him find guidance the other morning.” 

Cheyenna tucked her head close to mine and dropped her voice to a whisper. “The usual suspects are giving him a hard time because of his name, but he seems nice enough.”

The usual suspects—she meant Jason and Cassidy, the biggest bullies in our school. 

Jason Downey was the most popular guy at school, even more popular than the quarterback. Maybe it was because he was also the oldest kid in school and had been there the longest, or maybe it was because he rode a motorcycle every day—rain, sleet, snow, or shine. I didn’t really understand the appeal. 

Wherever you saw Jason, you saw Cassidy Korwight, too. Her short skirts defied school rules, and she always had gum in her mouth. She reminded me of the actress who played Harley Quinn in the movies except Harley Quinn was nicer. 

Between the two of them and the group of kids who followed them around (why they followed Jason and Cassidy was something I never understood), plenty of kids had been stuffed in lockers, had their heads dunked in toilets, and their spirits crushed, mine included. So it was no surprise when Cheyenna said they were giving him a hard time. It didn’t take much.

“I wish Jason would graduate already. I mean, he’s been here six years already, hasn’t he? I don’t get why he’s so popular. Doesn’t that make him dumb?” I whispered. 

Cassidy turned around and stared at me like she’d heard what I said, and maybe she did. And if she did, I would pay for it later. At least, I would be prepared.

“Do you think she heard you?” Cheyenna asked, following my eyes.

I shrugged my shoulders. I had accepted my fate at the end of freshman year when I’d started my period in the middle of math class, and she made sure the whole school knew about it. It took me all summer to lose the Bloody Mary nickname. And I still had kids asking me if they called my name three times in a mirror, if I’d show up at their house with an axe. If I were cool like Cassidy, I would have said yes, and that would have been the end of it. But I was me, and I’m not that witty. I just ignored them until it didn’t faze me anymore.

Cassidy stopped looking at me when the door opened, and Cath sailed through it, his shiny black hair tousled and a bit of lunch still staining the front of his shirt. 

“Class, your attention please,” Mr. Corsica, our study hall teacher, announced. “We have a new student joining us. Say hello to Cath Fairfax.”

Jason snickered. “What’s the matter, Catheter? You get a little face in your soup at lunch?”

Mr. Corsica glared at Jason and pointed to the empty seat next to me. “Please sit down, Mr. Fairfax.”

Cath worked his way down the aisle, his gorgeous face turning cherry red.

“Ignore them,” Cheyenna said. “They’re just jerks.”

Jason and Cassidy stared at Cheyenna.

“What did you call me?” Cassidy asked.

Cheyenna looked her straight in the face and said, “A jerk,” without blinking.

And that was why Cheyenna was my best friend. She knew Cassidy would beat her up later, but she didn’t care. Her lack of filter got her in trouble a lot, and not just with Cassidy, but with the teachers, too.

“That’s enough, Miss Edwards,” Mr. Corsica said. 

Cassidy giggled. “Beast,” she muttered under her breath.

I ignored both of them. I had Cath sitting next to me. I must have done something good in a past life. 

“Did you find all your classes?” I asked him.

“Eventually. Took me two days to get my classes switched. That’s how I ended up in this study hall.” 

New schools were hard. Coming to a new school in the middle of a school year was even harder. I felt bad for Cath. “Can I see your schedule?”

Cath dug around in his backpack for an eternity before he handed me a crumpled paper. His schedule was nothing to get excited about. We had no classes together except study hall, but then I saw it. He was in band class, the one class my parents wanted me to take and I had refused. At least I still had a couple days left to rearrange my classes. My parents wouldn’t care why I joined the band, they’d be happy I did. And I would be happy because I’d spend more time with Cath. It was a win-win for everyone. I just had to convince Mrs. Wains to switch me.
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“When will you use your God-given talent and join the band?” my mother asked, pausing her harp playing long enough to question me. 

My dad always greeted me good morning, and my mom always interrogated me in the afternoons. It was like a smooth rhythm that made our family work, and while I rolled my eyes at my mother, I really didn’t mind it. At least her questions meant she cared, right?

I stopped in front of her and rolled my eyes. “Why does it matter so much? And actually,” I said as I pulled a paper from my book bag and handed it to her, “I need you to sign this, so I can switch my classes.”

Mother sighed and pushed her instrument aside so she could reach her reading glasses. “What’s this? I thought we agreed on your classes before the year—oh!” She pulled the paper down to her lap and smiled at me.

I could see the happiness in her eyes.

“You finally did it! What made you change your mind?”

I swear if my mother hadn’t had her harp right there, she would have spun me in circles until we were dizzy. I offered her a mischievous smile of my own.

“A boy,” I answered, expecting her to groan or protest or do anything other than what she did. She smiled wider!

“Whatever works, my beautiful girl. Whatever works.”

I even pinched myself to make sure I wasn’t dreaming. She didn’t even care that I only signed up for band class because of a boy!

“Just don’t set your heart on that boy. You’ll get your heart broken. Now, go get your violin and let’s practice together. I want to see how much you’ve learned.”

There it was. That’s the mother I knew. All was right in my world again. I didn’t even mind practicing with her for once.

I loved listening to my parents play. My lack of skills were blatantly apparent when I played with them, though. Maybe today would be different. I nodded and ran upstairs to grab my violin case. When I returned, my father sat beside my mother beaming, a bow in one hand and a viola in the other. 

He cleared his throat. “We should take this outside. You know, just in case.”

“Oh! Yes, you’re right, dear. I almost forgot,” my mother said. 

They were talking about me and the bolts of blue lightning that would inevitably flow from my bow. I’m not entirely convinced she forgot, because the first time it happened, I almost set the music room on fire. The second time it happened, I scorched my mother’s favorite lilies in the garden. 

Things still got burned when I played, but the farther away from the house we went, the less damage I did. Eventually, I would only be allowed to play along the shore because water didn’t burn. Not really. 

No, something else altogether happened when static electricity met water.

Seriously. 

Don’t try that at home, kids. You won’t like the outcome. Trust me. I was afraid to show my face in school with my half-burned hair and blistered fingers. But I’d do it again to finally get some answers to my questions. 

I hope you’re ready for them, because I sure wasn’t.
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“As gifted as we are, Rhyme, we’re amateurs compared to you,” my mother said, staring at the part of my face that wasn’t burned. 

I rolled my eyes because it hurt too much to talk.

“Your mother’s right. You have more talent in your pinky than we do combined. You just need to learn how to control your emotions, to understand yourself and where this power of yours comes from. If we can get accustomed to it, you should be able to. Embrace it, don’t be ashamed of it. I know it’s hard to accept, but it is what it is.”

I touched my face gingerly, wincing as the heat from my fingers mingled with the steaming flesh beneath them. 

“No,” I said.

They shook their heads. 

“You can heal that, you know,” my mother said, her voice soft and cryptic at the same time. “Tom, it’s time. She needs to know the truth.”

“I can heal that? Say what?” I snapped to attention, my pain forgotten. “The truth? What truth?”

“Are you sure, Susanne? I’m not so sure anyone, let alone Rhyme, is ready for that truth. Are you absolutely certain it’s time?” my father asked.

Stunned, I looked at one parent and then the other. They argued softly about telling me. Did they forget I was right in front of them?

“Ahem. You know, I’m standing right here, and whether you agree or disagree, you’ve already started the conversation. Just tell me, and I’ll process it just like I always do.”

My father eyed me widely, but my mother smiled. She set her harp aside, stepped in front of me, and placed a hand on either of my shoulders. She smelled like a box of melted chocolates, a sharp contrast to her cold hands.

Uh oh. This wasn’t going to be good. Maybe my father was right. I wasn’t ready for this.

“My darling Rhyme, you are a fairy.”
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