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My very own Prince Charming.
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Tiernan

I was eight when my mother died. Too young to realize how much she meant to me. Too naive to know I should be saying goodbye.

My father sat next to me, pale and sweating, while we waited for news of my new baby brother or sister.

The Tuatha Dé Danann don’t have children easily. Even two children, eight years apart, was quite a feat. Every time my mother cried, he flinched. I fiddled with the dagger she had given me for my eighth birthday, even though I knew it annoyed my father. Weapons—he said—are not toys.

My mother cried out again. I had been told she would, so I wasn’t concerned. But then there was a long silence that somehow seemed more worrisome than the cries had been. Soon, the large carved wooden doors creaked open, and the midwife bustled out. The brownie midwife held a little bundle wrapped in a blanket. I could just see a bit of black fuzz poking up at the top.

“A boy, Your Majesty.” She gently settled the baby in my father’s arms.

I peeked over. The baby looked red and squashy.

“Are they supposed to be that color?” I asked.

The midwife shushed me. My father didn’t seem to hear. He just looked at the baby in wonder.

I glanced at the door the midwife had disappeared through, back into the realm of feminine mystery.

“I still remember the day you were born,” my father said to me, and I rolled my eyes. This was the sort of thing adults always said.

The baby cried out and my father gently jostled him until his eyes closed again.

“What will you name him?” I asked my father.

His mouth opened to respond, but the sound of the door creaking open again cut him off. The midwife stood in the doorway. Blood stained her smock. Was that to be expected at a birth? I didn’t know.

My father shot to his feet, keeping the baby carefully balanced. “How is she?”

“She’s asking for you,” was all she said.

My father blanched and walked toward the door.

“Both of you,” said the midwife.

I stood as well and followed him in. My mother lay back on the pillows looking pale, her bright red hair, the same shade as mine, strewn about her. Her face was pale under her freckles. Clíodhna, the Elder Fae, sat next to her holding her hand. Clíodhna looked somber. The midwife carefully took the baby from my father, and he sat down on the bed next to my mother.

“Oh, my loves,” said the queen. “How I will miss you.”

I blinked, confused. She was right here. We didn’t have anything planned. What was she talking about?

“I’m afraid it will be just the three of you,” she said. “I’m sorry. I did so want to see this little one grow up tall and strong like his brother.” She reached for me, and I crawled up onto the bed on the other side of her.

“Now, my darlings, I need you to promise me something.”

My father was crying. I had never seen him cry before, and it unnerved me to see the tears running down his cheeks.

She squeezed his hand. “Now, I know you’ll have a lot on your mind, what with running the country and raising the children. I know it will be hard for you, but I need you to promise me that you’ll take care of the kingdom properly for Tiernan so when you retire, the Seelie Kingdom will still be strong, ready for him.”

“I will,” he whispered, his fist clenching.

“Now, Tiernan.” She turned to me.

“Mother?” Worry began to bloom in me. Stories of women lost during childbirth ran through my mind. But she had already had the baby. Shouldn’t she be safe now?

“Tiernan, ruling a kingdom is a hard thing. No one should have to do it alone. I want you to promise me that before the hour of your hundredth birthday, you will marry, so you’ll have a partner to rule the Seelie Kingdom with you when it is time.”

“What?” Marriage and ruling a country were the furthest things from my mind. “Three hundredth.”

She gave me a small smile. “Is marriage so terrible?”

“I’m going to be the greatest Rifhéinní since Fionn mac Cumhail. I need time to train if I’m going to lead the Seelie warriors, not hang out with…girls.”

“Girls can be warriors too, you know. I was. There’s even been female Rifhéinní leading all the Fianna. Maybe you’ll fall in love with a banfhéinní.”

I made a face. Girls—even warrior girls—were no fun.

“Two hundred, then. I’m serious, Tiernan.” She squeezed my hand. “You must promise me this.”

“Phrase it carefully.” Clíodhna wiped my mother’s brow with a damp cloth. “Any promises they make to you now will be binding. Be sure to say what you mean to say.”

My mother nodded and looked me in the eye. “Tiernan, you must swear to me that you’ll find your queen before your two hundredth birthday. That will give you plenty of time in the Fianna. But, you will be king someday, and I do not wish for you to carry this burden alone. If you don’t find your queen by then, your father will find a bride for you.”

I nodded.

She squeezed my hand. “Swear it.”

“I swear it,” I said. “I’ll find my queen by my two hundredth birthday.” Why worry about this now? Mothers.

She repeated her earlier request to my father, making him swear to find me a queen to help me rule if I didn’t find one on my own.

A heavy hum of magic vibrated through the room. I’d been in the presence of vows and bargains but never felt anything as strong as this one.

My mind raced. What was causing the strength of this magic? What had I gotten myself into? My mother looked up at Clíodhna when she finished. The Elder Fae nodded reassuringly.

“It’s done, Mari. You can rest now.”

My mother smiled, closing her eyes. She squeezed my hand one last time and then her hand relaxed and fell from mine.

Clíodhna gently helped me up and led me out of the room as my father began to wail. “This will be a hard path for you, my dear,” she said. “But there is strength in you; I know it.”

Suddenly, I realized why the vow had had such strength, why the magic had hung so thickly in the room. It had been my mother’s dying wish.

I hadn’t said goodbye.

Even then, I knew there was no getting out of a deathbed vow. I would have to marry before my two hundredth birthday or be cursed by the magic released by the vow’s breaking. But, I was just a kid after all, how hard could it be to find a bride in 192 years?
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“Ella, I’m telling you this because we’re friends…”

“Are we though?” I shook out a mass of ivory lace and eyed the skirt critically. Too full?

“I think you might be a workaholic.” Amber Watson perched on a stained velvet cushion that had been relegated to the back room of Bliss Bridal, Pilot Bay’s most exclusive—by which I mean only—bridal boutique. The teenage intruder talked to me, but looked at her phone. I should never have given her the Wi-Fi password for the bridal shop. My work had been so much more peaceful before she decided to ‘keep me company’ whenever she wanted to check her Instagram. “Who doesn’t have time for one little coffee?”

I flicked a sewing clip at the younger girl’s head. The bit of pink plastic bounced off her perfectly curled brown hair without making a dent in her concentration.

“Some of us have to work for a living, you know. When you’re not in school, there are things that cost money. Like rent. And food.” And bus tickets to New York for Portfolio Day at Parsons School of Design. But I wasn’t ready to admit that dream to anyone. Not until the ceramic pumpkin under my bed was full.

It was slow going with my stepmother, Kimberly, subtracting room and board from my paychecks. According to Kimberly, now that I had graduated from high school, I had to pull my own weight when it came to the bills. Who knew what the going rate for unfinished basement bedrooms was, but I was pretty sure they were not worth as much as I paid. But Kimberly knew everyone in Pilot Bay. If I left, she’d make sure I never found a place to rent or another job, so I just had to keep my head down and save what I could.

“Blah, blah, blah.” Amber waved her hand to disperse my boring arguments. “Because we are such good friends…”

“We’re good friends now? This is escalating quickly.” I settled the lace skirt onto the dress form and began attaching it with straight pins.

“…I will buy you a latte from Pie in the Sky…”

“Chai Latte, please! Oat milk, not real milk.” I wasn’t about to turn down a free hot drink. It was early April and sunny outside, but it was freezing in the workroom. My stepmother didn’t believe in heating areas of the shop that weren’t for customers. Or herself. Okay, really she didn’t believe in heating my area. If I complained, she’d take the heating bill out of my paycheck too.

“…on the condition that you come out with me tonight.” Amber tapped her phone once more with a flourish and looked at me triumphantly.

I froze, mid-pin. “Um, what?” Amber had been visiting me for over a year and occasionally brought me a latte to thank me for the free Wi-Fi, but we hadn’t ever actually hung out.

“You know. Out. Where you leave the shop and do something fun with your very best friend.” Amber stood and pocketed her phone.

“We’re besties now?”

“Aren’t we? Whatcha drawing?” She peeked over at my open sketchbook. “Is that a dress design?”

I flipped the book to a blank page and continued pinning. “Don’t you have anyone else to harass?”

“No one that needs me as much as you do, Ella Daniels.” She patted me on the head like a puppy and then sauntered out of the workroom.

I watched her go and then sighed. Surely, she’d forget about me once I was out of sight. Amber had the attention span of a goldfish. I spun my long, black hair into a high, messy bun and secured it with a pencil. I had a bodice to attach before the customer came for her fitting.




Two hours later, half my chai latte had been drunk, but the rest sat cold in a paper cup on my sewing table. Cissy was due any minute to try on her dress, and I was scrambling to finish. In my haste, I had stuck my fingertips so many times with pins that I sucked on one finger while I worked to keep from ruining the bodice with little dots of blood. I heard the jingle over the front door and looked through the workroom door to see Kimberly and my dear not-so-sweet stepsisters, Madison and Hilary, sweep into the elegant showroom.

“Ella!” My stepmother shrugged out of her coat. “Do tell me you’re ready for Cissy Gladstone’s fitting. I just saw her with her mother in front of the hardware store. Girls, go check on Ella and grab the dress, if you please.”

The hardware store was across the street. I hurriedly tied off the last basting thread and stepped back to admire the dress. It still needed some work, but it looked exactly like the dress from Cissy’s wedding mood board.

“Oh, Ella, it’s so pretty,” gushed Hilary, slipping into the workroom. Her twin sister followed right behind her. “I’m always amazed someone who dresses like that can actually make something with so much style.” She waved a hand at my thread-covered black leggings and worn gray t-shirt, a stark contrast to my stepsisters’ perfect blonde hair and designer jeans.

“It’s not all that great.” Madison lifted the hem with a sniff. “I thought it was supposed to be beaded.”

I sighed. “Beading comes after the fitting. It’s the last step.” I carefully lifted the gown off the dress form.

“Oh, let me help you!” Hilary reached across my cluttered sewing table.

“Please don’t.” I tried to pull the dress away but Hilary leaned over, and with a bump of her hip, sent my paper cup of chai flying, the cold drink splattering across my open sketch book, my gray hoodie, and the ivory silk of the dress.

“Oh no!” Madison winked at her sister. “Ella, you’re such a klutz.”

I stood in shock, my heart pounding as they whisked the dress out of my hands and out the door to the showroom.

“Mama, you won’t believe what Ella did. I really don’t think she should be allowed to have drinks back there with all that delicate fabric. Oh, hi, Cissy!”

The bell chimed again. I tried to breathe as my stepmother apologized to the bride and her mother about that clumsy girl who does the alterations. Alterations! I may have started with a gown off the rack, but by the time I had cut it all apart and reassembled it to make Cissy’s dreams come true, it became a whole new dress.

I wiped a spot of tea from my cheek with a shaking hand. Deep breaths. There was no point in defending myself to Cissy or my stepmother. They wouldn’t believe me anyway. I just needed to keep saving and get out of here as soon as I could.




The sky had darkened by the time I left the shop for the day. My sketchbook had dried out, the spots on the dress carefully blotted and washed, and all I could think about was getting home. Time to eat something—anything—and curl up in bed to watch Project Runway while I worked on my portfolio.

Maybe today would be the day when inspiration struck, and I figured out the theme for my designs. I sighed and pulled the pencil out of my hair, releasing the bun. It was taco night at Kimberly’s house. I should know. I prepped it before work this morning. Maybe there would be some leftovers.

“This is what you look like for a night out?”

I shrieked before registering that the figure waiting by the door in the dark was Amber. Oh, right. I had forgotten, but obviously, she hadn’t.

“I don’t really do nights out.” I tried to play it cool while my pounding heart and tight chest continued to act like I was being chased by an axe murderer.

“Obviously.” She picked a stray thread off my hoodie. “But tonight you do. I mean, what else do you have planned? Leftovers and Netflix?”

“I could have plans!” I took a deep breath. Man, I was jumpy today. Had I taken my meds this morning?

Amber raised a carefully shaped eyebrow.

“Okay, so I don’t have plans, but I could.”

Amber linked her arm with mine and steered me down the street. “You need to live a little, Ella. You’re only nineteen. This is pathetic.”

“Hey!” The band around my chest eased as my nervous system finally listened to my brain and calmed down. Amber didn’t seem to notice my small anxiety attack. I was well practiced at hiding them.

“I say it with love because you are my friend.” She patted my arm and continued dragging me off course. “Just trust me for one evening. If it isn’t the most fun you’ve had in years, I will never bother you again.”

“Never?” On the surface, Amber sounded as bad as my stepsisters, but something had changed in her in the past year since she had started coming to me for alterations. She was still obsessed with clothes and her phone, but I was relatively certain that underneath her snark she had a good heart.

“Ever,” she promised. “Probably.”

“Oh, fine.” Odds were good that Madison had eaten all the tacos anyway. There would still be dishes to do, but if I wasn’t out too late…

“Yay!” Amber squealed. “You will not regret this.”

“I already do.”
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“Where are we going? I do have nicer clothes than this if we’re going to a party.” I followed Amber to the little cabin on the edge of town where she lived with her sisters. The towering trees of the forest behind dwarfed the cozy house nestled up against the mountains.

“I’d like to believe you.” She glanced back at me with a wrinkled nose. “But I’ve seen no evidence of that.”

“Hey!” I protested, although she wasn’t wrong. “I at least have clothes with less tea on them.”

“You were supposed to drink the latte, not wear it.” Amber peeked through the little window in the red front door. “Perfect, they’re gone already.”

“Who?”

“Isobel and her fiancé. Come on upstairs.” Amber led me inside, and we both kicked off our shoes by the door.

I followed Amber through the living room toward the stairs. The room was decorated in a mishmash of vintage furnishings with silky pillows and throws that wouldn’t have been out of place in a fairytale castle. A striped gray cat opened one eye to observe us before settling back down to sleep on the couch.

“Don’t you like him?” I hadn’t met Isobel’s mysterious fiancé, but I also didn’t really know Amber’s sisters very well, apart from the occasional alteration at the boutique.

“Oh, he’s fine, they’re just so disgustingly in love.” We climbed the narrow wooden stairs and Amber opened the door to her room with a little shove. “Don’t mind the mess.”

Mess was an understatement.

“Is there a floor in here?” I tripped over clothes and textbooks as I attempted to find a place to sit.

“Who knows?” Amber pulled a dark red rose out of her purse and tossed it in a jar of makeup brushes on her vanity. Odd. Then she opened her closet, and all my objections were forgotten while I took in the explosion of dresses. Silks, velvets, lace, and twinkling crystals spilled out in a heap of rainbow pastels.

Amber kicked aside a couple of dresses that had fallen to the floor and swiped hangers along the closet rod. “Blue for you, I think. And nothing too delicate.” She pulled a dress out of the closet and tossed it to me.

Tripping over a pile of shoes, I sat on the bed and examined the dress. “Where did you get this?” I flipped it inside out and looked at the seams. “This is hand sewn! I’ve never seen such perfect tiny stitches. What kind of silk is this?” It felt smoother than raw silk but had a texture I’d never seen.

“I have no idea what it’s made of. Spidersilk? Flower petals? The dew after a full moon?” Amber threw another dress at my head. “Try one on.”

“Did you bring these from Vancouver?” I knew Amber’s family had been rich before losing everything and moving to Pilot Bay, but these dresses would cost a fortune.

Amber tapped my head with a hanger. “Try. One. On.”

“I could never wear a dress like this! Besides, there is no party in the Kootenays where haute couture princess is the dress code.” I fingered the intricate lace edging one sleeve. Was it hand tatted? Who tatted lace in this day and age?

“Oh my goodness! Are you always this difficult?” Amber threw her hands up.

“I’m just curious.” I looked back at the closet and tried to tally up how many dresses were in there and how much they must have cost.

“Okay, Ella, here’s the deal. If you put on a dress, and come with me to the party tonight, I will tell you everything I know about where I got these and who made them.”

“Fine.” We both stripped down, and I changed into a pale blue silk dress with silver knotwork embroidery at the hems and neckline. It had sleeves that belled out before gathering into a cuff at the wrist. A silver sash nipped in the waist, and two underskirts swished with every step I took. Amber helped me tighten the back, the laces letting the bodice fit smoothly over my less generous curves.

“What size are your feet?” Amber dug through the heap of shoes in front of her closet. She had changed into a dark pink dress with three quarter sleeves and a full tea-length skirt in paler pink.

“Um, seven?” I glanced at my reflection in the mirror. I looked flushed, and my gray eyes sparkled. It was hard to deny that I was enjoying myself. I glanced at the rose on the vanity. “Wasn’t that flower open before?”

Amber tossed a gray leather bootie at me and looked at the rose. “Aw, crap, we’re going to be late. Try this on.”

“I don’t see what that has to do with the flower.” I tried on the boot. If I laced it up tightly it fit pretty well.

“All will be revealed.” She unearthed the other boot and then ran her fingers through her hair, smoothing the brown waves. “Let me do your hair quick and then we should run or we’ll miss the dancing.”

Amber swept one side of my hair up with a silver clip shaped like a spray of leaves, leaving the other side to tumble over my shoulder. She quickly painted on her own liquid eyeliner and then passed it to me before hunting through chaos in a drawer to find her lipstick.

“I’ve never seen you in a dress before. When’s the last time you wore something other than leggings and a hoodie?” She pursed her lips and applied shimmery pink lipstick.

“Um…summer? I don’t wear a hoodie in the summer.” My eyeliner wasn’t as neat as Amber’s. I had a steady hand thanks to sketching, but I hardly ever wore make-up.

Amber looked at me in the mirror. “Ella. You can sew like nothing I’ve ever seen. You make women look fabulous every single day. Why don’t you dress up a little? Sometimes?”

I sighed. It was hard to explain. “I’m busy, okay? I have a lot to take care of.”

“Well, I think it’s about time you let someone help you out for a change. Lucky for you, that someone is me.” Amber tossed her lipstick back in the drawer and dabbed glittery powder on her cheekbones, and before I could protest, on mine as well.

“And what exactly are you helping me do? Crash a wedding? Join a Ren Faire? Steal a unicorn?”

“Have fun, of course!” Amber patted my shoulder. “Let’s go!”

I grabbed my bag and followed her downstairs. We stopped at the front door and Amber pulled a couple shawls from a basket beside the door.

“No bag!” She plucked my bag out of my arms.

“Hey, I might need that!” I felt naked without my sketchbook along. What if I needed to draw something?

“You won’t. Trust me.” Amber hung the bag on a hook and handed me a shawl.

I had contemplated my gray hoodie again—just for walking to wherever we were going—but the soft cream shawl was probably a better fashion choice for the cool April evening. What was it knitted out of? And how were the stitches so tiny…

“Ella! Stop staring at the fabric, we have places to go. Boys to meet.”

Boys. I hadn’t dated anyone since high school. What was the point when all I wanted was to leave Pilot Bay behind? “I don’t have time for boys.”

“Just for staring at shawls. I totally understand.” Amber clicked on her flashlight and strode around the side of the house. I trailed across the yard behind her as she marched to the forest, the thin beam of light bobbing along.

“Are you planning to murder me in the woods, or is this a bush party?” I ran to catch up.

“Um, sort of? Come on.”

“Sort of a party or sort of a murder?”

I stuck close to her as we hiked along the path into the woods, dry leaves rustling underfoot. I tried not to think about the stories I’d heard about bears and wolves prowling the mountains surrounding Pilot Bay.

Honestly, I wasn’t very outdoorsy. I had grown up in the Kootenays, surrounded by mountains and forests, but I preferred to spend time out of the elements and away from the bugs. And the bears.

Don’t think about the bears.

Amber stopped once, shining the flashlight around before illuminating a neat stack of rocks. The top one had three interlocking swirls carved into it. What a pretty design. Maybe Celtic?

“This way, Ella.” She left the wide track to follow what must be another trail, but who could tell in the dark?

“Are you sure you know where we’re going?” I rubbed my arms as I trudged behind her, grateful for the shawl. “I don’t see a fire.”

“Almost there.” Amber stopped and turned to me. “Now, this is going to be pretty strange. But you won’t believe me if I try to explain, so we better just go for it.”

“Go for wha—”

Amber grabbed my wrist and pulled me after her. Between one blink and the next, a meadow filled with swirling dancing figures appeared.

Fast-paced Celtic music pounded through the air. A giant bonfire in the middle of the clearing threw sparks up into a sky filled with more stars than I had ever seen.

I rubbed my eyes. Little twinkling lights danced in the trees surrounding the meadow, and long tables piled with food stood off to one side of the fire.

I blinked. Clearly, I had been working too hard. Had I fallen asleep at my sewing table again?

“How did we not see all this from the trail?”

Amber clicked off her flashlight. Even at the edge of the clearing I could still see her in the light of the stars and the fire.

“Because none of this was there. We’re not in Pilot Bay anymore, Ella.” Amber threw her arms out. “Welcome to Faerie!”
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“What?”

“The Seelie Kingdom in Tír na nÓg to be exact.” Amber rummaged through her purse. “I can’t be much more specific, I don’t actually know which forest this is. I borrowed Isobel’s invitation which had the location keyed into it.”

“This is like…a role playing thing? Is everyone, what’s it called…LARPing?”

“Nope, actual faeries. Like the ones who made the dress you’re wearing.” Amber fished out a pair of earrings and hooked one into her ear.

“Wha—” My jaw dropped as her ear transformed into a long pointed elf ear. She put the other one in and I watched it happen again.

“Cool, right? They’re glamoured to make us look fae, and they have a translation charm that lets us speak and read the languages here.” She dropped a pair of dangly gold earrings into my palm. “I’m not sure who all is here tonight, so it’s best to blend in. If anyone asks, you’re from the Isle of Mist, and you’re here with a friend. The Mist Court fae are, like, the most hermity hermits you’ll ever meet, so no one will know you’re not really one of them. I wouldn’t want you to get stolen away by some faerie princess in need of a seamstress. We don’t all have a fae prince to keep us safe like Isobel.”

I put the earrings in and gingerly felt the tips of my ears. They felt the same as always.

“The glamour is only visual. It doesn’t actually change your ears. You make a very smexy fae, though. Let’s party!”

My curiosity pulled me forward. What were they wearing? If the dresses in Amber’s room were any indication of the skill that went into the clothing here, I needed to get a better look. Except…

“Wait!” I pulled Amber back.

“What now?” Amber looked longingly at the dancing fae.

“Can I eat the food?”

“Why would you not be able to eat the food?” Amber glanced back at me.

“In the stories, if you eat the food in Faerie you’ll be trapped here forever!”

“I wish it were that easy.” Amber tugged me forward. “But I’ve been eating here for a year and a half…more like years in Faerie time, and Isobel still makes me go to school every day.”

“What about the other stuff? Glamours? Iron? Lying? Saying thank you?” My mind spun as I tried to remember other dangers from the book or two I had read when I was younger. Was I supposed to have some kind of necklace made from berries? Why had my mother only ever told me Japanese folk tales? I was so going to get turned into a toad.

Amber sighed. “I’m pretty sure they can lie. Not sure about iron. I haven’t seen much around though, so that could be a thing. If I didn’t say thank you, Lily would kill me. And…um, don’t get glamoured?”

“That’s not very reassuring.”

“Oh, relax. If Isobel actually let me come to this party, it can’t be too dangerous. She’s obnoxiously overprotective. Let’s dance already.”

I let Amber pull me forward. The music of the fiddles and drums thrummed through my bones, making my toes itch with the urge to tap. Still, I edged toward the empty wooden benches near the edge of the clearing. Maybe I’d watch for a bit. Get my bearings.

“Oh, no you don’t.” Amber linked my arm in hers and marched me toward the dancers. “I promised we’d have fun. I know you like to hide—”

“I don’t hide!” I protested.

“With your oversized hoodies and your wardrobe of black and gray.”

“It’s comfy.”

“And your sewing dungeon.”

“Well, I can’t work in the showroom.”

Amber stopped and grasped my shoulders. “Have you ever thought about what your life would be like—what you could do—if you actually let people see you?”

“It’s not that simple.” I wasn’t hiding, not really. I was just busy.

“It’s that simple tonight. No hiding. Let’s party!”

I gave in to Amber and the music and let her pull me into the swirl of dancers. The fae almost looked human except for their pointed ears. Tall and beautiful, they whirled alone, in pairs, or in groups. Their clothing struck me as casual but beautiful, with skirts of silk cut like leaves and loose tunics with bits of embroidery that glowed in the twilight.

The music thrummed through my bones as Amber spun us laughing into the crowd. I wasn’t what anyone would call a skilled dancer, but it didn’t seem to matter.

Some of the fae danced with intricate steps and some swirled past with abandon. The effect was chaotic but beautiful and free. I soon forgot to examine the dresses as the music shifted from one song to the next. I spun on the trampled grass of the meadow until my feet ached and my throat was dry. I lost Amber in the mix, and when I turned to look for her, I collided with the dancer beside me.

“Apologies, my lady,” panted the tall red-haired man. He wore a simple but perfectly cut linen tunic and dark trousers with tall leather boots. His green eyes sparkled, and his freckled face was flushed from dancing. He gave me a courtly bow. I attempted a curtsy, almost tipping over as I realized how much I’d been twirling. The man laughed. His deep voice vibrated through me as he steadied me with a hand on my arm. I felt the heat of it through my silk sleeve.

He raised his voice to be heard over the music. “Let me get you a drink before we both fall over.” He gestured a pale, elegant hand at the other side of the clearing where tables waited, covered with food and drinks.

“Well.” I hesitated, looking around again for Amber. There she was, on the edge of the dancing green, arguing with her sister, Isobel.

By their hand gestures, it looked heated. Were they arguing about her bringing me along? Better to not find out.

I smiled up at the handsome fae in front of me. “A drink sounds perfect.”

“Excellent.” He offered me his arm, and I stifled a giggle as I accepted it. How was this happening? I had a sudden flashback to the one, awkward, high school dance I attended and the gangly boys there. Apparently, they did everything better in Faerie.

“How do you know Saoirse?” He poured us each a goblet of some golden liquid. I sniffed it, but it didn’t seem to be alcoholic.

“Who?” A sip revealed it to be a tart juice, colder than I expected after sitting out on a table.

“The birthday girl?” He raised an eyebrow, amusement glinting in his green eyes. “My foster sister?”

He jerked his thumb at a tall, brown-skinned woman with black hair twisted into multiple knots against her head. She narrowed her eyes at us.

I was crashing someone’s birthday party? Thanks a bunch, Amber.

“I came with a friend.” I waved my hand vaguely at the crowd. Better not to get Amber in trouble if she wasn’t supposed to be here either. “I’m Ella.”

I held out my hand, and to my shock, he bent over it and gently kissed my knuckles. Goosebumps traveled up my arm, but I covered my reaction with another sip of juice as he let my hand go, brushing his thumb over the back of it.

“Tiernan.” He paused, obviously expecting a reaction. When I just smiled, he shrugged and continued. “It’s not often I see a new face at a revel. I know all the noble Seelie ladies, and I would never forget one as lovely as you.”

I laughed out loud. “So charming! Do those lines work on your noble Seelie ladies? Do they swoon for you?”

“Well, they don’t usually laugh at me.” Tiernan looked at me sheepishly, which was even more charming. He had probably been trouble since he was a toddler.

“But still, you must tell me where you’ve been hiding. Are you merely visiting Tír na nÓg?”

“I’m from the Mist Court.” And that was my whole back story. Please let him not ask me any more questions. I turned to the table. “Do you suppose there’s any chocolate on here?”

He plucked a small pastry from the tray beside him. “So it’s to be like that, is it? Making me work for it?”

I stalled and grabbed a pastry too, taking a bite. Yes, chocolate. Perfection. I didn’t like lying, but Amber had been clear. Don’t trust the fae.

“You have the look of the Kami, but your accent is different. I can’t place it, but I’ve heard it before. Do you have family from Takamagahara?”

I blinked in shock. My mother had told me stories of Takamagahara, back when she was still alive. She would tuck me into bed and tell me magical folktales of dragons, oni, and kitsune. Her stories made me feel more connected to a country I had never seen.

Takamagahara was real? Was it another world or part of this one? I had so many questions, but I couldn’t ask any of them without revealing that I wasn’t fae. “My mother.” That was close enough to the truth.

He waited for me to say more. I took another bite of my pastry.

“Beautiful and mysterious.” He gave a wounded sigh. “If you won’t reveal your secrets to me, there’s only one thing to be done.”

“Oh?” Should I be worried? Was I going to have to come up with a better story?

“You’ll have to dance with me, of course.” He bowed and then held out an elegant long-fingered hand to me.

I hesitated. The wisest thing to do would be to try to disappear and find Amber. It was getting late, and my stepmother would be livid if I didn’t get home soon. And was it smart to be drawing the attention of a fae?

Still, maybe Amber was right.

I reached out and took Tiernan’s hand. He gave me a crooked smile.

Maybe it was about time I had a little fun.
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The music slowed by the time we rejoined the dancers and quieted enough to allow for conversation. That was unfortunate because it allowed Tiernan to continue peppering me with questions.

“Come now, Ella of the Mist Court, you must tell me more about yourself.”

“Oh, must I?” I raised my eyebrows, but I had trouble acting terribly offended with his hand hot against my back and all this attention on me. He was a shameless flirt, but it worked for him. There was something thrilling about having all his focus.

“We’ll make it fair. If you answer me, I’ll answer a question for you.” He spun me around another pair of dancers, my silk skirts flaring out. “What about siblings, do you have any brothers or sisters? Or were your parents completely satisfied with your perfection?”

“Oh, please!” I laughed. “Dial it down a notch. I can’t take the charm.”

He laughed too, which made me like him better. At least he knew how to take a jab.

“No siblings, just two stepsisters. But since my dad died, they’ve made it clear I’m not actually part of their family. How about you? You said this party was for your foster sister?”

“Yes. I have a younger brother too, but he lives far away. My parents would have liked more, but my mother died giving birth to my brother.” He said it casually but looked away from me.

“My mother passed away when I was little too.”

“And then your father remarried?”

“Yeah, I guess he thought I needed a family again, but it all fell apart when I lost him too.”

“I’m so sorry. For your parents, but also for bringing up such a depressing subject at a revel!”

I laughed, surprised out of my melancholy thoughts.

“What about food? What’s your fav—”

“Tiernan! Stop flirting and come help me with this!” A fae man with shaggy dark hair staggered past under a pile of firewood.

“I’ll be one minute.” Tiernan held up a finger. “Don’t go anywhere.”

I nodded, and Tiernan dashed off to rescue his friend. I wandered to the edge of the crowd again and leaned against a tree. I watched the dancers, trying to memorize the details of a tea-length dress with a bodice made of glittering insect wings. If only I had brought my sketchbook along.

I should probably go home before the red-headed charmer came back with more questions, but I was reluctant to find Amber and leave. I didn’t want to go back to the real world just yet. I had never felt so inspired. If only I could come up with a way to spend more time in Faerie to work on my portfolio, I’d finally have designs that would stand out to the scholarship committee.

I needed to come back, and stay for more than just an evening. But how? Maybe Amber would have an idea.

A sparkle of light floated in the forest, a couple of paces away. Unlike the floating lights adorning the trees surrounding the clearing, this one glowed a pale blue and seemed to be moving closer. When it stopped, hovering in front of my nose, I could make out a little person made entirely of glowing light. The person beckoned to me and floated back into the forest where they bobbed, clearly waiting for me to follow.

I leaned back against my tree. “You’re very cute, but if you think I’m going to follow you into a dark forest, you’re crazy.”

“Ha!”

I jumped. I hadn’t heard Amber sneak up on me.

“Ella’s smarter than she looks.” Amber put her hands on her hips.

“Hey!”

My friend shooed the little faerie off with a wave of her hand. “Get out of here, sheerie.”

The sheerie flared once in annoyance and then floated carelessly away through the trees.

“Sheerie?” I asked, still mesmerized by the little glowing faerie as they faded from view.

“Tricksy little buggers. Sometimes they can help you find treasure or your way home, but wild sheerie are just as likely to lead you into a bog or off a cliff if you follow them. They have a strange idea of fun.”

“Yikes.” I rubbed my hands on my goosebumpy arms.

“Speaking of fun, you looked like you were actually having some. Well done! And with the crown prince no less.”

“Who?” I turned back to the party and looked for the tall redhead in the crowd. He was laughing with a pretty blonde girl by the fire. I tried not to feel hurt. Apparently, his attention span wasn’t that long.

“Tiernan, of course. He didn’t tell you?”

I shook my head.

“Tiernan’s the heir to the Seelie Kingdom. His father is the high king.” Amber looked me over. “I take it he didn’t mention that.”

“It didn’t come up,” I said faintly. A prince? He had been so casual and friendly.

Amber snorted. “Turned on the charm, did he? Whatever he said to you, don’t take it too seriously. He’s been smiling that smile at girls for almost two centuries, and he’s never settled down.”

“Two centuries?! He doesn’t look much older than me!”

“It’s something about the magic of Faerie. When the fae reach adulthood, their aging slows way down. Humans too, if we hang out here. I’ve probably spent five years here in faerie time, and yet, I’m still in high school.” Amber rolled her eyes. “I like to tease Isobel about being engaged to an old man, but in Faerie, two hundred is the new twenty. Anyway, Tiernan is the world’s biggest flirt. He leaves a trail of broken hearts wherever he goes.”

“Are you speaking from experience?” I tried to suppress the flare of jealousy. It was silly of me to think there had been anything between us after one dance. He didn’t even know who I was.

Amber sighed. “I wish. He is fine. But he’s decided I’m like an honorary little sister or something. It’s so annoying.” She hooked her arm through mine, and we walked toward the tables. I resisted the urge to glance back for the flirty prince. He’d clearly already forgotten me. I’d never see him again anyway.

“Should we be going home soon?” I plucked a stuffed mushroom from a tray. “If I’m home too late, Kimberly will make me work extra tomorrow.”

“Oh, did I not explain the time thing to you?” Amber poured herself a goblet of juice.

“What time thing?” The mushroom was stuffed with herbs and some kind of nuts. Yes, please.

“Time goes faster in Faerie than it does at home.” Amber picked up a small cake and poked the flowers on top. “We could be here for days and only a couple hours would pass in the human world. We will literally be back before she has time to miss you.”

“That would have been nice to know when we got here.” I snagged three more stuffed mushrooms. “Amber?” I turned to study her.

“Mm hmm?” Her mouth was full of cake.

“Do you promise this isn’t a dream?”

“Only one way to find out!” She laughed and pinched my arm.

“Ouch!” I smacked her in return, giving my best glare.

“See! Totally real. You’re welcome. Now come tell me all about your dance with Tiernan. He looks exceptionally delicious tonight.”

We each grabbed a plate of snacks and found a mossy spot to sit with our backs against a tree. It had the perfect view of the dancing green. There wasn’t much to tell about my dance with Tiernan, so after we rehashed it, we sat and watched the revel. Between the crackling fire and the haunting music, I soon found my long day catching up with me. My eyes closed.
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I stretched out my long legs in front of the popping embers of the bonfire. Most of the revelers had gone through the temporary gate back to their homes. A few slept on the soft meadow grass, leaving only the four of us awake.

“There are only four months left.” Saoirse leaned back on her hands, watching the fire.

“And how was your birthday?” I asked her.

She rolled her eyes. “Very lovely. Much dancing. Don’t change the subject. You have four months before your father is allowed to choose your bride. Choose the future Queen of the Seelie Fae.”

“Oh, really?” I said. “Thanks for letting me know.”

“Well, I’m sure it must have slipped your mind as you’ve been avoiding the subject for the past two hundred years,” interjected Declan, pushing his shaggy black hair back from his face.

“I haven’t forgotten, thank you very much.” I glared at them both. “I’m aware of my responsibilities.”

“Have you found the queen’s crown, by the way?” Saoirse asked.

“I have not.”

The crown, tied to the magic of Faerie, had disappeared when my mother had passed away. My father had never remarried, so it hadn’t been needed, but it bothered me that I hadn’t been able to find it anywhere in the palace. Had my father hidden it to strengthen the argument for his choice of my bride?

“Leith, they’re ganging up on me. Back me up here.” I turned to my oldest friend.

Leith looked thoughtful as he smoothed his fiancée’s hair back from her sleeping face. Humans. They didn’t have the stamina for revels.

“I know why you’ve stalled, Tiernan.” He looked up at me, his good eye filled with compassion. An ever present eye-patch covered the other. “I was there, remember, when they found Brenna.”

I winced at the memory and then pushed it firmly from my mind.

“What happened to Brenna was terrible.” Saoirse threw a stick at the fire. “But that was decades ago. Are you just going to give up? Let your father pick some bigoted, tradition-bound girl to be co-ruler of the entire Seelie Kingdom with you? To block you at every turn and undo all our plans?”

I watched sparks fly up toward the darkness overhead.

“He won’t,” said Leith, mildly. “Tiernan knows what’s at stake more than any of us.”

I sighed and closed my eyes, feeling the heat of the dying bonfire on my face. One hundred and ninety-two years to find my queen. It once seemed like an infinite amount of time. But now, the last few grains were slipping through my fingers.

“What would you have me do, Sersh? Oh, master of romance.”

She flicked a dark braid over her shoulder. “This isn’t a matter of romance, Tiernan. It’s a matter of politics.”

“We could find you someone,” said Declan. We all looked at him, and he shrugged. “I mean, surely we can do better than your father.”

It was an idea worth considering. I had no interest in a love match. If I was going to be set up with someone, at least my friends would be able to find someone who would further our cause.

“Can you find someone in four months?” asked Leith.

“I can visit the courts we believe will support us.” Declan shrugged. “You need to choose a bride before your birthday, right? Or your father will?”

“I need to marry by my birthday.” I sighed. “That’s what we promised my mother. So I need to find someone sooner, by the Samhain ball at the latest. I’ll bet Fiachra has someone picked out already. He won’t take kindly to interference. He already threatens any girl I’ve so much as danced with twice, if he doesn’t think she’d be a good choice. If he knows what you’re up to, he’ll find a way to stop you.”

Saoirse nodded.

Declan rubbed his chin as he stared into the fire. “What if we threw him off? Made him believe you had chosen a bride already? You could do that, right?”

I raised an eyebrow. “I suppose.”

“What about Saoirse?” said Declan. “You two could pretend to be courting.”

Saoirse dry-heaved, and I grimaced, feeling similar. Even if Saoirse had any interest in marriage⁠—which she had made clear, she did not⁠—we thought of each other more like siblings than anything else. The idea of having to hold her hand or kiss her to pull off the ruse was more than either of us could handle.
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