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PROLOGUE




Evelyn Speckleplum landed on the ground with a thud, scrambled to her feet, and then sprinted into the lush green forest. A blast of freezing wind slapped her face, causing her emerald-green eyes to tear up and sending her long walnut-colored hair rippling behind her. Her breath came in quick, sharp gasps, inhaling and exhaling the crisp scent of pine and wet moss. Muddy puddles splashed beneath her bare feet and sharp twigs scratched at her legs, but she didn’t care.

She was free at last! Free to leave behind her dreadful life at the orphanage and escape back to the enchanting Fey Realm, a dazzling place where she would reclaim her true identity as a fey—a fairy creature with extraordinary magic.

Unexpectedly, two pairs of thick meaty hands snatched her slender arms, halting her mid-sprint. The sudden force made her gasp as if an anchor had dropped into her stomach.

“And where do you think you’re going, young lady?” said a deep, gravelly voice.

“Yeah, you don’t want to hurt yourself or get into any trouble now, do you?” another man added, his tone dripping with mock concern.

Evelyn’s gaze darted between her two captors, their dark uniforms unmistakably marking them as police officers.

“Please, let me go!” she begged.

“This is for your own protection,” said the first officer, snapping silvery handcuffs onto her wrists. “This is just as painful for us as it is for you.” He cinched the metal cuffs tightly around her wrists, causing the metal to bite into her skin and send a sharp pain up her arms.

Desperately Evelyn’s eyes scanned the forest floor. If only she could grab a stick and think of a spell, she might be able to break free.

“Stop struggling,” the other said. “We’re taking you to a nice place where you’ll be safe.”

Then, to Evelyn’s utter horror and disbelief, the two police officers’ forms began to twist and contort. Before she could comprehend what was happening, their bodies ripped apart and reshaped into two large black owls with leering orange eyes. Suddenly, the ground beneath her feet began to shake violently, causing her to fall and land hard on her shoulder. With her cheek pressed against the ground, Evelyn watched as cracks snaked across the dirt, and from them sprang blood-orange colored poppies, writhing and twisting as if they were alive.

The owls hooted sharply and sprang into the air. As one flew past, its talons slashed her shoulder and caused her to gasp in pain. In seconds, both owls vanished into the darkness. The forest fell silent and the ground stopped shaking.

“Where is she?” came a slow, haunting female whisper.

Evelyn froze, shivers running up and down her spine. The forest gradually darkened, and a thick, ghostly fog rolled in, blanketing the poppy-covered floor. The air turned icy cold and every rustle of leaves seemed amplified in the eerie silence.

Evelyn lifted her head as high as she could and gasped. Not far away, beneath a cluster of tree branches, stood a tall, shadowy silhouette wearing a headdress of fiery orange feathers. The sight alone was enough to make her blood run cold.

“Come to the Fey Realm, Evelyn Speckleplum,” the dark figure whispered, drifting toward her and extending a claw-like hand. “Give me your tongue,” the creature’s voice rattled.

“No!” Evelyn shrieked.
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Chapter 1:

 A HOUSEHOLD OF GAGGLES




Evelyn sat up and inhaled loudly as if she had been drowning and had just broken the watery surface. Her eyes scanned her surroundings in deep, panting breaths. It was nighttime; the glowing green clock on her bedside table read 3:33 AM. The rest of the small room was dark, except for a faint blue light shining through the window, casting a squarish spotlight on the opposite wall. Raindrops scurried down the illuminated glass, and the sound of rain pounded on the vaulted ceilings above.

Gingerly, she slipped out of her covers and hopped onto the cushioned nook seat to the right of her bed. She curled into a ball, holding her knees and shaking a little before looking out the window at the pouring rain. A flash of lightning lit up her face, followed shortly by a booming clap of thunder.

Evelyn shivered and pulled down the collar of her shirt to inspect her shoulder, rubbing the skin where the pain had been. Nothing—not even a scratch.

The nightmare replayed in her mind. Half of the dream had been real, but the other half was a figment of her imagination.

Nearly a year ago, Evelyn had somehow leaped an impossible ten feet into the air, clearing the orphanage’s backyard fence—fact. It was also a fact that she didn’t get very far because two police officers had caught her, snatching her by the arms. But what wasn’t real was the police officers turning into owls, poppies growing from the ground, and the appearance of the frightening fiery-headed creature. Another chill ran down Evelyn’s spine and she quickly reached into her pajama collar and fetched out her necklace.

“Are you trying to tell me something?” she whispered, her lips close to the purple crystal. “Am I not supposed to return to the Fey Realm?”

The purple crystal continued to glow but made no response.

“But it’s all I’ve wanted since I got here,” Evelyn continued, hoping it would communicate with her—say something, anything, even merely twinkle . . . but no, nothing.

Evelyn turned the purple crystal over in her hand. A stirring noise suddenly sounded, followed by a loud snore. Her eyes darted across the room to a small twin-size bed where a plump, burly girl named Hortensia Pummelrump lay fast asleep. Hortensia was one of Evelyn’s three new foster sisters, and she wasn’t very friendly, to say the least. At fifteen years of age, she was two years Evelyn’s senior, and because of this, she thought she was superior to Evelyn in every way. This was evident in the way she forced Evelyn to do her chores, pushed her whenever they crossed paths, teased her, and called her names like “Skinny Knees.”

Evelyn sighed. At least the care home was better than the orphanage. It was smaller, an old four-bedroom Victorian house, but cozier nevertheless. And thankfully, her new guardians, Ms. Kazoo and Ms. Frillisome—despite their quirks—were much nicer than the orphanage caretakers, Ms. Paunchy and Ms. Spitoon.

Ms. Paunchy and Ms. Spitoon had been strict and mean, calling Evelyn nasty names and making her life miserable. They ran the orphanage like something out of a Dickens novel. But their reign of terror came to an end when they were arrested for their unlawful practices. With them gone, Evelyn was placed into the foster care system and moved far away from the Richardson place and the Fey Realm portal.

This separation was the hardest part for Evelyn. It had been almost a year since she last saw the Fey Realm, and she hadn’t found another portal like the one hidden in the burrow. Nor had she encountered the black fawn, her spirit ally that had the ability to teleport her. She looked down glumly at her purple crystal; it was now her only tangible proof that the Fey Realm existed.

“Ashley, stop whispering in my ear—that tickles,” Hortensia garbled in her sleep. “Ashley, stop. Ashley, tell me your secret again.”


Who’s Ashley? Evelyn wondered.


A small, fluttering movement caught the corner of Evelyn’s eye, causing her head to snap back to the window. She spied a monarch butterfly desperately fluttering against the outside glass, trying to escape the rain. With anxious concern, Evelyn quickly unlatched the window and pushed it open. The butterfly flew in at once.

“Hello, beautiful butterfly. Are you alright?” Evelyn whispered.

Hortensia made another snorting noise, and Evelyn clapped a hand to her mouth. She had to remember to be quiet. As she looked back at the butterfly, she noticed it was doing something peculiar. It was flying around the room in loopy circles, a strange rhythmic dance, and then its wings began to glow with a pinkish-yellow light.

Evelyn rubbed her eyes, half-expecting the vision to disappear. But it didn’t. Quietly, she pushed herself off the nook seat and gazed up in wonder. Then—creeeak—the bedroom door eased open, and the butterfly slipped through the gap. She hesitated for only a second before silently tiptoeing after it.

It was chilly outside her bedroom door, but thankfully, she was wearing a warm oversized woolly sweater. The glowing butterfly fluttered down the hall and began descending the stairs. Silently yet swiftly, Evelyn followed.

“Where are you going?” she whispered.

Once the glowing insect reached the bottom of the stairs, it veered to the left and down a dark, narrow passage that led to Ms. Frillisome’s office. Evelyn had only been inside the office once or twice; it wasn’t forbidden, but it was usually kept shut because Ms. Frillisome didn’t want any of the girls getting into confidential files or ruining her meticulously organized workspace. Tonight, however, the door was ajar. Like a leaf caught on a breeze, the butterfly fluttered inside, nudging the door open further. Hesitantly, Evelyn followed and found the butterfly resting on top of a vintage secretary desk with a lock.

“Is this what you wanted to show me?” Evelyn asked. The butterfly opened and closed its wings in response. “Well, it’s locked,” she said.

The butterfly immediately darted under the desk. Evelyn crouched down and peered beneath it, noticing the glowing monarch fluttering around the edge of a hidden compartment. She reached out and felt a cold, small key resting on a narrow perch. Carefully, she retrieved it, then rose and inserted the key into the lock. The lock clicked, and the cover silently fell open.

The desk was filled with peculiar and unique items: dried roses, aged envelopes and stamps, an ink bottle, and a mason jar full of green peppermints. The butterfly landed on a note lying squarely in the center of the desk and parted its wings twice.

Evelyn looked down at the note and with the help of the faint glow from a small shell night light nearby, began to read.
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Evelyn reread the note. She wasn’t sure who Beatrice or Susan were, but it was clear Beatrice had strong feelings against Susan and her family. Was she one of the old foster kids who used to live here? Perhaps there is much more to the story, Evelyn wondered.


“Is this what you wanted me to see?” Evelyn asked, turning toward the butterfly.

But when she turned, the butterfly had vanished. A dark, heavy feeling settled in her stomach, and chills ran down her spine. Evelyn realized that the room had grown very dark. Her breathing quickened. Just five feet away, hanging on the wall, was a large circular mirror. A flash of light shone through the window, landing on the mirror. But instead of her reflection, she saw the creature from her nightmare extending its clawed hand toward her. Evelyn screamed, and the mirror splintered. She bolted from the room, raced up the stairs, and dove into bed. Her heart pounded as she slowly closed her eyes and drifted back to sleep.

SPLASH!

“Wake up, Weasel Droppings!” Evelyn immediately coughed, choking on the cold water that now drenched her bed and trickled down her face. “It’s Saturday; you’ve got chores to do. Don’t make me pour another bucket of water on your face, Skinny Knees,” Hortensia threatened.

“Why would you do that?” Evelyn nearly growled. “I would never wake you up with cold water.”

“Aw, that’s cute,” Hortensia sneered. “But here in the real world, we’ve got a little thing called a schedule. If you don’t want toilet water splattered on your face, then don’t sleep in.” Hortensia pointed to Evelyn’s bedside clock, which read 9:30 AM. “It’s not rocket science.”

Angrily, Evelyn snatched a pen from her bedside table and pointed it at Hortensia, her hand shaking with fury.

“Oh, I’m sooo scared. What are you gonna do, Princess? Are you gonna try to wave your magic pen at me?” Hortensia said in a mockingly sweet voice before dropping to her normal low voice. “That’s right. I see you outside, muttering rhymes and waving sticks. It’s pathetic really; you really are a strange kid.”

Evelyn continued to hold out the pen, her hand shaking more uncontrollably. But then she dropped it down.

“That’s what I thought. You really ought to do something about that arm spasm too,” Hortensia scoffed, walking toward the door.

“Who is Ashley, by the way?” Evelyn asked.

Hortensia froze then turned, her cheeks flamed red. “I don’t know who you are talking about.”

“Really?” Evelyn said, folding her arms and narrowing her eyes. “Because I am pretty sure I heard you say her name in your sleep.”

“You were probably hearing things,” Hortensia spat. “You must be as crazy as you are stupid.” Hortensia then exited the room, slamming the door shut. 


Evelyn lifted her pen again and whispered, “Hortensia is a bully . . . give her what she deserves . . . teach her now—”


Evelyn stopped and let her shaking hand drop. Yes, Hortensia was rude, but Evelyn refused to stoop to her level. Besides, the longer she stayed away from the Fey Realm, the harder it became to perform any magic. With a frustrated sigh, she slapped her pen back on the bedside table, quickly took off her damp sweater, and slipped out of the room.

As she walked down the hall, Evelyn heard a series of thumping noises.

“Oh my heavens, what happened, child?!” Ms. Frillisome shouted.

Evelyn dashed to the stairs and saw Hortensia lying on the ground at the bottom.

Hortensia groaned and pointed accusingly at Evelyn, who stood at the top. “She did it! She pushed me down.”

Ms. Frillisome, a stout middle-aged woman with bleached blonde curly hair, looked up at Evelyn. “Evelyn? Oh no. Evelyn is a peach; she would never do such a thing,” she said in her usual southern drawl. “Did ya, dear?”

Evelyn shook her head. At least, she didn’t think she did. Was it because of the spell? But it couldn’t be—she never finished it.

“I’m gonna get you back for this. You better watch yourself!”

“Oh now, now, let’s not be two kittens fightin’ over the same tit. Let’s get you up,” Ms. Frillisome said, lifting Hortensia by the armpits.

A loud sudden knock at the door made them pause.

“Evelyn, be a dear and get that while I take Hortensia into the den for some rest.”

Evelyn trotted down the stairs and made her way to the front door obediently. When she turned the handle and opened it, her blank expression shifted into mild alarm.

“Well, hello puddin’, aren’t you a darlin’ looking girl,” said a tall, pale woman with big orange hair, thick red lips, and large gray eyes.

“Um, can I help you?” Evelyn gulped. The woman’s very open eyes and wide smile were a bit unnerving.

“Why, I’m here to sell cosmetics,” said the saleswoman, opening a retro pink briefcase. “Young girls do like makeup, don’t they?”

“I don’t really wear makeup,” Evelyn mumbled.

“Oh well, you really ought to. You’ve got the perfect face for it, sugar. Are you all alone?”

“No, my foster guardians and my three foster sisters are here,” Evelyn answered.

“Excellent! So you don’t mind if I come in?”

Evelyn looked down at the woman’s large shiny red heels then up again. “Um, I’m not really supposed to invite strangers into the house.”

The saleswoman’s plastered smile stretched, “Well then, perhaps I can offer you a free sample.” The saleswoman pulled out a black tube of lipstick and held it out. “It’s Rosey Red—go on, take it. It won’t cost you a penny. Don’t be shy.”

Tentatively, Evelyn reached out her hand, and the saleswoman dropped it in her palm before she could grab it.

“Good girl, I think it’ll suit you,” said the saleswoman with a wink, and for the briefest second, Evelyn could have sworn her eyes flashed yellow. 

“Hey, who are you, lady?!” said a high-pitched voice with a slight Brooklyn accent.

Evelyn whirled around and saw her foster sister Candy with folded arms tapping one foot impatiently. Like Evelyn, Candy also had a petite frame and a young-looking face, except she had piercings all over her body, a few tattoos, and short pink hair.  

“Well hello, cutie pie, aren’t you just a doll.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, cut the cutie pie garbage,” Candy snapped, chewing on a piece of gum. “Whatcha really sellin’ in that case? Got any Gobsnops? Snoobs, any Anna Maries?”  

“I’m sorry, but I do not know what you are talkin’ about,” said the saleswoman blinking quickly.

“What do you think I’m an idiot? Tryin’ to play hardball, huh? What did Louis send ya?” Candy interrogated, blowing a bubble and popping it.

“You know you look like a young woman who might be interested in some mascara or dark eyeliner,” the saleswoman purred.

“Oh yeah?” said Candy, her interest peaking. “Got any glitter eyeshadow in there?” Candy reached her hand inside and grabbed a handful of items.

“Oh no, no, no,” said Ms. Fillisome barreling into the front room. “There will be no soliciting here; those girls are much too young to be wearin’ makeup.”

“Well, perhaps you would like to try our new—”

“No thank you,” said Ms. Frillisome, cutting the saleswoman off. “The good Lord and I are not interested, so you can take your jezebel lips, pyramid schemes, and knock off pumps and hit the road faster than a possum sneakin’ out of a trash can in daylight.”

“Aaaaww, but I wanna try wearin’ some stuff,” Candy protested as Ms. Frillisome grabbed her hand and shook, forcing the makeup to fall back into the briefcase.”

“We don’t want to give boys the wrong idea about you,” Ms. Frillisome scolded. “And you already have too much expression all over your body, soon you gonna be lookin’ like a Picasso. Good day, Ma’am.” And with that, Ms. Frillisome slammed the door shut.

“It’s not fair! I never get anything I want,” Candy screeched, storming out of the room toward the den.

“That’s right! Life is so unfair. Now keep up that attitude and you won’t be gettin’ any new school clothes when we go shoppin’ this afternoon,” Mrs. Frillisome hollered.

Evelyn squeezed the cold tube of lipstick in her hand. Part of her wanted to keep it, but something about it felt wrong. The lipstick glinted in the light. With a shiver, Evelyn tossed it into the nearby wastebasket.

“Hey, who opened my office door?” Ms. Frillisome’s voice rang out sharply as she marched down the hall. She peeked inside and let out another shriek. “And who broke my Aunt Ida’s prized antique mirror? Candy, was that you?” Ms. Frillisome squawked, barreling past Evelyn.

Evelyn felt a chill run down her spine. Seeing the butterfly last night and reading the note had definitely not been a dream.
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Chapter 2:

THE BLACK AND WHITE TELEVISION SET




“Evelyn! Evelyn!” a voice called. “Get in here now!”

Evelyn entered the kitchen and immediately smelled the succulent scent of sizzling bacon and eggs, though the bacon seemed on the verge of burning.

“There you are, Evelyn,” spat a tall, thick Asian girl with an upturned nose resembling a snout. “Where have you been all morning? Lounging around like a queen while I’ve been slaving away? You’re lucky I covered for you today. Here! Take this spatula. I don’t have time for this!”

“Sorry, Peggy,” Evelyn apologized, taking the spatula and quickly going to work, scooping up the dark bacon and placing it on a plate. “I thought today was your day to cook breakfast.”

“You thought wrong. Today is Saturday—your day.”

Evelyn skeptically eyed the chore chart on the refrigerator, and sure enough, she was right. Saturday was Peggy’s day to prepare breakfast.

“Oof!” Peggy screamed. “Truffles! Why, you mangy mutt, always trying to trip me! I’ve had it with this nasty dog! Evelyn, call me when breakfast is ready,” Peggy grumbled, stomping out of the kitchen.

Truffles, the shaggy terrier, let out a high whine.

“Don’t worry, Truffles. You aren’t nasty or a mangy mutt,” Evelyn said, then glanced over and noticed that there wasn’t even a crumb of kibble in Truffles’ food bowl. “So that’s why you got under her feet; you were probably hoping she would fill your bowl. I bet Saturday is her day to feed you as well.”

As soon as Evelyn finished scooping the last bit of bacon, she went to the pantry and heaved out the large bag of dog food that was nearly her size. At that exact moment, Ms. Kazoo, an old Native American woman with long gray hair who could hardly say much, burst into the kitchen carrying sage and a turkey feather.

“Evil . . . spirits . . .” Ms. Kazoo croaked, rushing around and fanning the smoking sage. “Begooone.”

“Oh, will you cut that out with that nonsense?” said Ms. Frillisome, entering a moment later and batting her hands. “All this smoke is gonna give me the black lung. And by the way, who is watching the cooking?”

“Oh, I am,” said Evelyn, awkwardly pouring the dog food, to which Truffles began snarfing down.

“Well, hurry up now. We got a full day ahead of us and little time, and I only see one full plate of bacon and eggs, and that bacon looks a bit burnt. Chop, chop now, Evelyn.”

Evelyn hurriedly put the dog food back in the pantry, washed her hands, and returned to the stove. She scrambled eggs, fried bacon, and added a few sausages, savoring the tantalizing smell. Though it smelled delicious, she preferred the sweeter and more nutritious breakfasts from the Fey Realm.

Closing her eyes, Evelyn could nearly imagine she was back there again. She could see the lush green foliage and a grand wooden table containing delectable looking foods. There were warm bowls of Chestnut Cinnamon Seeds, plates of Mossy Muffins, stacks of Sweet Strawberry Strudel, and large Abalone Shells brimming with Honeysuckle Pudding. Evelyn licked her lips. These foods felt like home.

“Hey, you’re not gonna believe what’s going on!” Candy exclaimed, rushing into the kitchen. She turned on the small vintage television set that rested on the tile counter, then took a seat at the oval wooden table. The TV glowed in black and white and a news anchor with slicked-back hair began to speak in a rich, deep voice.

“And in recent news, three teens here in our town of Liberty Hallow have gone missing. The cause of their disappearance is unknown.”

“Hey, ain’t that one of the clerk boys from the sweet shop?” Candy interrupted.

“Hush,” said Ms. Frillisome, swatting her hand, her attention now fixed on the news story.

“And adding to the peculiarity, an alarming number of youths aged twelve to eighteen have been experiencing sudden sharp pains, with some collapsing into seizures shortly afterward. The cause remains unknown, but some locals are blaming the water, while others suspect something far more sinister . . .”

“These children are being possessed, I tell ya!” exclaimed an elderly middle school teacher on the screen. “One second they’re fine, then the next they’re having mental breakdowns and fallin’ to the floor. It’s something evil, I say! Or it’s all these unhealthy chemicals in our food and products!”

The news anchor began speaking again, “Experts, however, conjecture that the children are actually suffering from panic attacks due to—”

“Oh, turn that nonsense off!” Ms. Frillisome barked, smacking the off button. “It’s all sensational garbage. The only thing possessing young people’s minds these days is too much sensitivity and laziness! Now, let’s get your sisters and have some breakfast, so we can shop for some decent school clothes before the world ends.”

Evelyn stared at the black screen for a moment longer until she saw her reflection in the glass, then she looked away.

Bright, golden sunlight shined in Evelyn’s eyes while cold, sweet strawberry ice cream coated her tongue. It was a perfect afternoon. She, along with her three foster sisters, walked down Jefferson Street, eating ice cream while admiring all the antique shops. Ms. Frillisome, however, walked five paces behind them, complaining about the weather and fanning herself with an ostentatious lacy hand fan.

“Can you believe they put eighth graders in the high school here? Me and Evelyn are starting next week!” Candy gushed. “I wonder if I’ll meet any cute boys. Hey, you two are gonna be juniors this year,” Candy said, pointing to Peggy and Hortensia. “Do you meet a lot of cute boys?”

“Oh, will you be quiet? Do you ever stop talking about boys?” Hortensia snapped. “And the only good thing about high school you should be excited about is the high school parties. That is where the real fun is.”

“Oh yeah?” Candy asked in her usual squeaky voice. “But how are we supposed to go to parties? Ms. Frillisome or Ms. Kazu ain’t ever gonna allow that.”

“That’s why you gotta sneak out,” said Hortensia with a toothy grin. “Last year, almost every Friday night, I would go to Ms. Frillisome’s medicine cabinet and steal two sleeping pills. Then I’d stir them into her tea. She’d be out on the couch in ten minutes and wouldn’t even hear me sneak out the front door.”

Evelyn’s eyes widened. “But that is very dangerous!”

“Please, it’s just a natural sleep hormone,” Hortensia replied dismissively, running her beefy fingers through her greasy blonde hair.

“Yeah, and keep it down, dingbat!” Peggy hissed. “Ms. Frillisome is not that far behind. She might hear you.”

Candy glanced back. “Nah, she’s too far away.”

“Yeah, but maybe little goodie-two-shoes Evelyn might tell her later,” Peggy said, leering at Evelyn.

“Please,” Hortensia scoffed, “Little Evelyn is too meek. She’s never snitched once. Go on, tell ‘em, Evelyn.”

Evelyn remained silent.

“Say it now, Evelyn, or I’ll give you a knuckle sandwich,” Hortensia threatened, her fist raised menacingly.

Evelyn’s shoulders slumped. “I’m not a snitch,” she muttered.

“Well, in that case, check this out,” Peggy whispered, opening her shopping bag.

“Whoa, how did you get those neat shoes?” Candy nearly exclaimed.

“Shhhh!” Peggy hissed, pulling the bag away. “I lifted it from the last shop we were at; that’s why I am always sure to bring a large shopping bag before going shopping. Nobody ever looks in them.”

“But that’s stealing,” Evelyn mumbled.

“Hey, got something to say, Skinny Knees?” Hortensia shot. “You’ve been awfully bold for a little mouse who shoves older girls downstairs. How’s that strawberry ice cream, by the way?” she added with a nasty smirk.

“It’s fine,” Evelyn muttered.

“Oh, really? I’ve only got chocolate. Mind if I try yours?” Without waiting for an answer, Hortensia snatched the ice cream out of Evelyn’s hand and took three sloppy licks. “Ew, it tastes like worms,” she said, tossing it into the trash. “Oops, butterfingers.”

All three of Evelyn’s foster sisters howled with laughter.

Evelyn drew in a slow, steady breath, fighting the anger bubbling up inside her. She wouldn’t give Hortensia the satisfaction of a reaction. Besides, she knew it was wiser not to mess with Hortensia when her backups were around.

“Oh my gosh, look!” Candy shrieked, pointing at a store window. “See that pointy bra on the old mannequin? Do you think I should get some support before the new year?”

“Yeah, right,” Hortensia snickered, continuing to walk forward. “You don’t need support when there’s nothing to support.”

“Flat as a board,” Peggy added.

“Oh, why I oughta—” Candy growled like a chihuahua ready to pounce.

“But if anyone needs it,” Hortensia smirked, “it’s Evelyn. Looks like she’s got some small mounds peeking through. I guess she is getting ready for high school, too.”

Evelyn’s cheeks burned with embarrassment as she folded her arms.

“Hey, girls,” Mrs. Frillisome called loudly. Evelyn and her foster sisters turned at once. “Come back here and let’s check out this vintage store. Looks like there’s a lot of neat stuff inside.”

“Alright, coooming, Ms. Frillisome,” Hortensia shouted, then turned to her sisters. “Race you all there!” Hortensia and Peggy elbowed Evelyn aside before sprinting off.

A wave of anger and sadness surged through Evelyn, but instead of chasing after them, she tightened her arms around herself and slowly walked towards the shop. In the Fey Realm, she had been a Warrior—strong, daring, and courageous. Now, as she looked at her reflection in the store window, she felt none of that. One year in the human world and she had nearly forgotten who she was meant to be.

A sudden jolt of panic shot through Evelyn. Across the street, she spied a smartly dressed woman with a strong bone structure and straight, shoulder-length raven hair. She wore sunglasses, but Evelyn recognized her immediately.

“Not her,” Evelyn whispered.

It was the investigator—the same one from the fire Evelyn had witnessed a year ago. She remembered how arrogant and belittling the investigator had been, making her feel as if she were losing her mind. Even after the fire and the arrest of her orphanage caretakers, the investigator had continued to stalk her—at least until Evelyn was placed with Ms. Frillisome and Ms. Kazu. After that, she hadn’t seen her at all.

But now, there she was, across the street, distracted on the phone and just beginning to cross toward where Evelyn stood. Evelyn had to escape. She dropped into a crouch and hurried into the shop.

The store bell chimed as Evelyn entered. The shop smelled musty with a hint of floral fragrance that oddly reminded her of Ms. Frillisome. Inside, there were dozens of circular racks with clothes that looked like they were wilting, and along the walls and shelves were thousands of knick-knacks. Any one of the knick-knacks would blend in nicely with the foster home decor, and Ms. Frillisome was wasting no time rummaging through them all.

“Don’t expect me to help ya find a thing. I’m doing my own shopping and you do yours, kay?” Candy said, sticking her nose up as Evelyn approached the rack she was rifling through, then walked off.

“Wasn’t going to,” Evelyn mumbled. While she didn’t consider herself particularly fashionable, she certainly wouldn’t seek advice from Candy and her grunge style. As Evelyn combed through the clothing rack, she wished she could find something like the beautiful clothes from the Fey Realm, but unfortunately there was nothing close.

“Hello,” said a high, whistling voice. Evelyn turned around and saw a tall, slender man wearing a trench coat and a cowboy hat standing just inches from her. A nasty yellow smile slithered onto his face. Even more terrifying was the man’s skin. It looked plastered with a thick orangish makeup, perhaps to conceal unwanted blemishes or try to appear younger than his age.

“Um, hello,” Evelyn said, taking a few steps back.

“Say, did you know,” said the man in a sing-song sort of voice, “near the old bridge, when the sky’s dark and bare, the hags start creeping, singing songs in the air?”

“I’m sorry, I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Evelyn said, stepping back.

The man, unfazed, continued walking forward. “Deep in the forest, they lay a bronze cup, with twelve youths in a cage, never to grow up.”

“I think I’m going to go,” Evelyn gulped.

“Oh my gosh, Evelyn, you have got to try this!” Candy squealed. She then spotted the man. “Ew, who are you, creepo, with those big eyes and stupid hat? She ain’t interested, kay? And what’s the matter with your nasty skin?”

The man froze, clearly embarrassed, then hurried out of the store, the bell clanging as he left.

“Yeah, that’s right, get outta here before we call the cops,” Candy said, snapping her gum loudly. “What a strange man.” She shook her head, then grinned at Evelyn. “Come on, I wanna show you a dress.”

Evelyn didn’t care to see any of Candy’s dresses, but she was so relieved that Candy had caused the man to leave that she obliged.

“Okay, so I know I said I wouldn’t help you shop, but I found this amazin’ dress that’s my size. Problem is, it’s yellow, and yellow ain’t my color,” Candy said, shoving the dress into Evelyn’s arms and nudging her toward the changing room. “Maybe you try it on. If you like it, you could use that money Ms. Frillisome gave you to buy it. And, y’know, maybe let me borrow it a coupla times a year? It’s a bit outta my budget. Plus, it’s got this cutout in the back—perfect for showin’ off that new tattoo I’m plannin’ on. But don’t tell Ms. Frillisome; she’d go bonkers.”

“Really, I don’t think I need to go into the dressing room,” Evelyn said nervously. “I’m sure the dress fits you fine.”

“Nonsense,” Candy replied, opening the door. “Thanks, you’re a real lifesaver. I’ll just shop a bit more, but I’ll be back to check on the dress, kay?”

Before Evelyn could protest, Candy shoved her into the dressing room and slammed the door shut. Evelyn glanced around, her eyes landing briefly on the tall mirror before she quickly looked away. She held the dress up against her body and glanced down. It really was hideously designed—lopsided, too tight in all the wrong places, and looked like someone had tried to tailor it using a lawn mower.

Feeling drained, Evelyn sank to the floor, her mind spinning with all the strange things that had happened recently. The missing children from the news, the makeup lady on their doorstep with her wide smile, the inspector who seemed to appear out of thin air, and then the man in the cowboy hat with his riddles—the bridge, the hags, the bronze cup, children never growing up. Could any of it be connected? It couldn’t all just be coincidence, could it?

With a heavy sigh, Evelyn glanced back at the mirror. Her eyes suddenly widened in astonishment as a small green forest creature popped into the glass frame, waving a tiny hand. The creature had big black eyes, youthful features, and a crown of tiny white flowers atop its bulbous head.

Evelyn whirled around, but there was no creature behind her. She whipped her head back to the mirror, and there he was again, pressing a finger to his lips in a silent plea for secrecy.

“Gypso, is that you?” Evelyn whispered. Gypso had been the first creature she met in the Fey Realm, a mischievous companion and ally to her mentor, Elm. “What are you doing here?!”

“Looking for you, silly,” Gypso replied innocently.

“But that’s not possible. You’re real?” Evelyn placed her hand on the mirror. “I was beginning to think it was all make-believe.”

“Of course I’m real!” said Gypso indignantly. “Are you real?”

“Yes, I—Wait, how did you find me?”

“I’m not really sure.” Gypso tapped his chin thoughtfully. “But I’m in this really scary place and there are some portals around here. I must have tried a dozen before I found you. And I had to concentrate really hard—Ew, why are you holding that ugly blanket?” Gypso interrupted himself, scratching his head.

Evelyn looked down at the yellow dress Candy had given her. “You don’t like it either?”

Gypso stuck out his tongue in exaggerated disgust.

Evelyn nearly laughed, and tossed it aside. “So why were you looking for me?”

“Evelyn, you need to come back to the Fey Realm,” Gypso blurted, his eyes wide with urgency. “Things have turned bad, very bad.”

“Very bad?” Evelyn repeated. “Why, what’s happened?”

“The Black-Veined Mistress is doing terrible things,” Gypso whispered.

“What? Who is the Black-Veined Mistress?” Evelyn whispered back, knitting her brows in confusion.

“Oh, she is a very cunning and evil woman,” Gypso said, his voice trembling, “and her evilness has been spreading through the Fey Realm like a disease. They say she spies on fey, haunts them, captures them, and uses them for who knows what. I even heard she is trying to find someone so she can rip out their tongue.”


“Their tongue?” Evelyn echoed, touching her hand to her lips. The image of her dream flashed in her mind. Come to the Fey Realm, Evelyn . . . give me your tongue.


“No, I can’t go back,” Evelyn scrambled backwards, shaking her head. “She wants to cut off my tongue.”

“But you must come back,” Gypso insisted, his tone earnest and pleading. “Elm needs your help. The Black-Veined Mistress has kidnapped her.”

“Elm?!” Evelyn’s heart sank. Elm had been her mentor in the Fey Realm. She had taught Evelyn her first incantation, how to leap like the wind, and had fought by her side, protecting her. But more than that, Elm was her friend. Evelyn felt a sharp pang of guilt and confusion. She knew Elm would do anything to save her if she were in trouble. Shouldn’t she be just as eager? And what about the safety of all of her other friends in the Fey Realm?

“You have to come back!” Gypso said, exasperated, then glanced sideways. “Uh-oh, I see someone coming. Better go.”

“Who’s coming? Gypso! Wait—what’s going on? Don’t leave,” Evelyn cried, lunging forward and practically banging on the glass.

Suddenly, Gypso popped back into the frame, speaking very quickly, “Not long ago, in one of the portals, I saw you walking to your human home. I called your name, but you didn’t hear me. I think the portal is in what you humans call a park? It was near this silver spinny thing.”

“You mean the metal merry-go-round at the abandoned swamp park?” Evelyn asked.

“Yes! Meet me at the merry thingy as soon as the sun rises.”

“Like, sneak out tomorrow morning?” Evelyn exclaimed.

But it was too late; Gypso had already vanished.

“Hey, uh, Evelyn, you alright in there?” said Candy in an uneasy voice.

“Um—yeah, I am fine,” Evelyn responded quickly.

“Are you sure? It sounded like you were talkin’ to yourself. Do you need some medication or somethin’? Should I get Ms. Frillisome over here?”

“No! I’m fine. Really. I’ll be out in a second.”

As soon as Evelyn opened the door, she came face-to-face with Hortensia, who had her arms folded and wore a sly smirk on her face.

“Talking to your little daydreams again, Evelyn?” Hortensia said in a falsely sympathetic tone. “We thought you were better now, that you’d overcome the trauma of the fire. But I guess not. Maybe you need some medication to take the voices away, make you sleepy and your mind foggy.”

“No!” Evelyn exclaimed. “I’m fine, honestly. It was nothing. I didn’t see anything.”

“Okay, girls, what is going on?” said Ms. Frillisome, arriving with Candy and Peggy at her side. Ms. Frillisome placed her hands on her hips. “This better not be another prank.”

“Well, you see, Ms. Frillisome,” said Candy, with an air of exaggerated innocence, “Evelyn wanted to try on a pretty dress, which she is plannin’ to buy, but once she went into the dressing room, she started talkin’ to her imaginary friend and hittin’ the mirror. I think her friend’s name is Gypso or somethin’.”

“Evelyn, is this true?” Ms. Frillisome asked in a concerned tone. “Should we be worried?”

“Um, no. It’s not true,” Evelyn said, her mind racing. “I didn’t say Gypso; I said Gypsie. The truth is that Candy forced me to put on this, um, Jezebel dress. Yeah, and when I looked in the mirror, I pounded on the glass and said I didn’t like it because it made me look like a—uh—a devil-wearing gypsy! And then Candy got mad at me.”

Ms. Frillisome placed her hands on her hips and gave Candy a glare like a ruffled hen. Candy’s mouth practically dropped to the floor. Evelyn felt a pang of guilt for lying, but she couldn’t let Ms. Frillisome know the truth, or they’d all think she was crazy.

“No, she didn’t!” Peggy interjected, stepping forward with a smug look. “Evelyn’s lying! I overheard her too. She said Gypso and something about sneaking out tomorrow morning!”

“Oh, really?” said Ms. Frillisome, folding her arms and raising an eyebrow. “Evelyn sneakin’ out? That doesn’t sound like her. Now, I am more inclined to believe Evelyn. So far, she has never been dishonest, unlike the likes of you three,” Ms. Frillisome spat. Then she turned to Evelyn and spoke softer, “But Evelyn, if this is true, if you really are seein’ and talkin’ to imaginary things, it might be time you saw that psychologist again. Maybe even a psychiatrist this time.”

Evelyn shook her head hastily, words spilling out of her mouth before she could stop them. “Peggy steals shoes! Check her bag if you don’t believe me. There are shoes in there she didn’t pay for.”

Peggy’s eyes filled with daggers.

“Don’t believe her, Ms. Frillisome,” Hortensia interjected with a snarl. “Little Evelyn just gets a little crazy when she doesn’t get her afternoon nap. Right, Evelyn?”

“Hortensia sneaks out on Friday nights to go to high school parties,” Evelyn pointed again. “She even brags about putting sleeping pills in your tea so that you will fall asleep.”

“Oh my Lord, is that true?!” Ms. Frillisome exclaimed, turning to Hortensia. “Have you been drugging me? Is that why I get so tired on Friday evenings?”

“Evelyn, you promised you wouldn’t be a snitch!” Candy exclaimed, her face turning as pink as her hair.

Evelyn turned and directed her finger at Candy. “And Candy is planning on getting a back tattoo.”

“Oh my Lord, that does it!” Ms. Frillisome cried. “We are all going home right now! You have all lost your shopping privileges. No new clothes for any of y’all.” Ms. Frillisome scolded. “C’mon, let’s go back to the car.”

At that moment, three heads whipped toward Evelyn with bared teeth, giving her three piercing death glares. Evelyn gulped. She knew she had placed a big, fat target on her back, but hopefully, by tomorrow morning, she wouldn’t be around long enough to face their wrath.
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Chapter 3:

THE DARK MORNING




Dark charcoal-like clouds diffused through the once sunny sky and torrential rain began to pour. Meanwhile, Evelyn was starting to regret her secret-spilling scene. Her foster sisters had acted very peculiar on the car ride home, unusually quiet, and kept whispering to one another, which led Evelyn to assume they were plotting revenge.

As soon as they entered the house, Ms. Frillisome stopped all of them and announced, “You three are grounded for a week!”

Hortensia, Peggy, and Candy began to protest, but Ms. Frillisome held up her hands, stopping them. “I don’t want to hear any complaints or excuses. You will also spend the rest of today in your rooms until dinner so you can think about your actions. Go now!”

“Even me?” Candy exclaimed. “Because I didn’t do anything bad yet.”

“Yes, you too.”

Begrudgingly, the three girls began to march up the stairs, cursing under their breaths. Evelyn followed after them.

“But not you, Evelyn,” said Ms. Frillisome, and Evelyn turned. “Despite your honorable intentions, nobody likes a snitch. You will stay down here and complete all the girl’s chores for the day.”

Hortensia, Peggy, and Candy’s heads whipped back in unison with nasty smiles on their faces. Evelyn’s mouth fell open.

“I don’t want any sass from you, young lady,” Ms. Frillisome scolded. “Now go on and check the chore chart in the kitchen to see what duties you’ll be doin’ today.”

For the rest of the afternoon, Evelyn swept the kitchen, folded the laundry, scrubbed the toilets, vacuumed the carpets, and collected the trash. Sweat perspired from her forehead, but she worked without complaint. However, she did feel a twitch of irritation when she spied Ms. Frillisome in her room, lying on her bed giggling while reading a romance novel and eating from a box of chocolates.

Evelyn rolled her eyes and continued collecting trash from the wastebaskets when she noticed the tube of lipstick she had tossed earlier. For some reason, she retrieved it and placed it in her pocket.

In the evening, Hortensia, Peggy, and Candy were allowed out of their rooms and instructed to make supper. Evelyn felt relief as she was finally permitted to sit on the flower-patterned sofa and put her feet up for a brief moment—but her gratitude soon evaporated when she took a seat at the dinner table. Her keen eye noticed a beetle secretly wedged in her spaghetti. Further, she observed white powder on her napkin, sticky glue dripping from the underside of her fork, and a filmy substance swirling on the top of her glass of milk. She shuddered to think of what else they might have done to her dinner.

After saying grace, Evelyn’s three foster sisters shot her sly looks, struggling to keep their wicked smiles from showing.

“Excuse me,” Evelyn turned to Ms. Kazu, “do you plan on eating your salad today?”

Ms. Kazu smiled and shook her head, then handed Evelyn the bowl along with a new salad fork.

Hortensia, Peggy, and Candy’s smiles morphed into scowls, which told Evelyn the salad was most likely safe to eat. 

“Now, girls,” said Ms. Frillisome, patting her sauce-stained lips with a napkin, “there’s something really important I wanted to talk to ya’ll about—and that is honesty.”

Three venomous eyes shot towards Evelyn.

“No, I am not talkin’ about what happened this afternoon—though ya’ll better be ashamed of yourselves—I am talkin’ about this mornin’. I wanted to bring it up earlier, but I was hopin’ one of ya would have the decency to come clean. But I guess that is too much to ask. Anyway, this mornin’, I found my office door open, my desk drawer open, and a crack in the mirror. Now I want to know, why would one of you be snoopin’ in the office, and who had done it?”

“I bet it was Evelyn!” Hortensia blurted with an accusing finger.

“Now why do you always say Evelyn? Hmm?” said Ms. Frillisome, blinking as she placed her hands on her hips, her head jerking toward Hortensia like a chicken. “Ya’ll know she woke up late this mornin’ and she has been nothin’ but a peach since she has got here. Why, I mean, just look at her. Look at that doll-like face and long beautiful hair. You mean to tell me this meek little girl decided to break my mirror?”

Evelyn desperately wished she could sink into her chair and transform into a puddle. She could feel the target on her back increasing.

“No, I think it was one of you,” said Ms. Frillisome. “Now I am gonna ask you, again, who done it?”

There was silence.

“Evelyn, who do you think did this?” said Ms. Frllisome turning towards her.

“I did,” Evelyn said at once. “It was me.”

Hortensia, Peggy, and Candy’s eyes grew wide with disbelief. At the same time, Ms. Frillisome eyed their reactions suspiciously and said, “Oh, I see what’s goin’ on here; you got in trouble for being a snitch, so now you are takin’ the blame and tryin’ to rebuild your trust with them. I’m disappointed in you, Evelyn. You have to learn when is the right time to be a snitch and when is the wrong time. As for the rest of you three, go back up to your rooms, and Evelyn will clean this mess.”


The rain poured harder as Evelyn brushed her teeth later that night. She thought about Gypso in the mirror again and part of her felt as excited as if it was Christmas Eve. Tomorrow morning she would go to the park and return to the Fey Realm. But then the Black-Veined Mistress crept into her mind, the terrifying woman in her dream, the undulating black cloak floating toward her with a stretched claw-like hand. Come to the Fey Realm Evelyn . . . give me your tongue.


Evelyn shuddered and spat out the remaining toothpaste from her mouth, then turned on the faucet and splashed water onto her face. The freezing liquid slowly slithered down her cheeks. She looked down at the sink, her breathing growing heavy, too afraid to lift her head and face the mirror.

About a year ago, after the Richardson’s house fire, strange and haunting things began happening whenever Evelyn glanced in a mirror. She wouldn’t just see her reflection but sometimes a flash of someone sinister. Last night, it had been the Black-Veined Mistress. In the past, it was Mrs. Richardson, her adoptive mother, who had revealed herself to be a monster called a Cappie that wanted to eat her. She had also seen other faces, like Garnet, Blissful, or even the investigator. Because of these terrifying images, she had almost entirely avoided mirrors.

However, tonight Evelyn dared to look at her reflection. The first thing she noticed was her pale lips in the dim light. She bit her bottom lip, hoping it might bring out some color and then, without much thought, reached into her pocket and pulled out a tube of lipstick. With a quick flick, she removed the cap and lifted the rose-colored stick to her lips. Her hand shook slightly as if trying to warn her against it.

Taking a deep breath, she convinced herself it was no big deal and applied the lipstick, leaving a bright red coat on her lips. She pressed them together twice, then stared into the mirror. A sharp sting suddenly pierced her lips like a blade slicing through them. Panicking, she fumbled with the faucet, frantically scrubbing the lipstick off. When she was done, she stared back at her reflection, taking deep panting breaths. The pain was unsettlingly familiar—like the scratch from the owl in her dream. She shuddered, instinctively placing a hand on her shoulder.

Quickly, Evelyn snapped the lipstick shut and reached for the oval-framed picture of a cat hanging above the sink. Behind it was a hole in the wall, one that Hortensia had punched in anger a few months ago. Without another thought, she stashed the lipstick inside the hole and covered it.

But a familiar humming sound made her pause. It was the tune the gnomes had once used to call her to the Fey Realm. Drawn by the melody, she exited the bathroom and soon found herself standing at Ms. Kazu’s door. Peeking inside, she saw Ms. Kazu sitting on her bed, humming softly as she braided her long gray hair.

Ms. Kazu turned slowly, her eyes lighting up when she spotted Evelyn. She beckoned her inside with a gentle wave. Feeling slightly apprehensive, Evelyn stepped into the dimly lit room, which smelled faintly of sage and sweetgrass. Ms. Kazu patted the comforter, motioning for Evelyn to sit beside her on the bed. Her gnarled fingers then went back to work, trembling as she struggled to tie her braids.

“Would you like some help?” Evelyn asked.

Ms. Kazu nodded, a grateful smile forming on her lips. Evelyn took up the task, her fingers working through the bristly hair.

“How do you know that song?” Evelyn asked softly.

Ms. Kazu wheezed, “My . . . grandmother.”

“Your grandmother sang it to you?” Evelyn murmured, and Ms. Kazu nodded.

Evelyn felt a bit nervous but couldn’t resist. “So . . . she was a fey?”

Ms. Kazu’s eyes twinkled as she smiled and nodded again.

Evelyn’s eyes widened with excitement. “So the Fey Realm is real? I knew it!” She then remembered to keep her voice down and whispered, “Nobody ever believes me—they think I’m crazy.”

Ms. Kazu pointed to herself, tapping her chest.

“Are you one too?” Evelyn asked eagerly.

Ms. Kazu quickly shook her head no. Evelyn’s excitement dimmed slightly. “Oh, people think you’re crazy too, but you’re not a fey.” Ms. Kazu nodded again. Evelyn let out a sigh, feeling a little deflated.

But then, Ms. Kazu gently squeezed her arm, her touch tender and reassuring. Evelyn smiled and confided, “More than anything, I’ve been wanting to go to the Fey Realm, but now I’m scared. I keep having these recurring nightmares. There’s this woman and well . . . she wants to take my tongue.” Evelyn paused. Ms. Kazu was listening intently. “And, I guess I’m worried because I don’t think I’ll be good at magic anymore. I can’t seem to get the hang of it in this world, and I’ve been practicing a lot less. Do you think I lost my ability?”

Ms. Kazu shook her head no. This gesture made Evelyn feel a bit better.                                  

“But I long to return to the beautiful mossy forests, the sparkling brooks, the roaming green hills. That’s where I’m meant to be.”

Ms. Kazu placed her old wrinkled hand on Evelyn and looked at her with deep, wise eyes and said softly, “Go.”

“Go?” Evelyn repeated, astounded by the reply. “Do you really think I should return?”

Ms. Kazu nodded and smiled.

Warmth and gratitude filled Evelyn as she embraced Ms. Kazu. “Thank you,” she whispered, her resolve strengthening. Ms. Kazu patted her head gently. “Return . . . home,” she rasped. With a deep breath, Evelyn stood, smiled one last time, and left the room. Tomorrow, she would return to the Fey Realm.

The house was still and everyone else was fast asleep. Rather than risk waking Hortensia by going to her room, Evelyn decided to set up a makeshift bed on the living room couch. She set a vintage alarm for six o’clock and tucked it under two pillows to muffle the sound.


All night, Evelyn tossed and turned, plagued by a recurring dream about Garnet, the powerful Red Magic Warrior who wanted to steal her purple power. He was furious, smashing things with his powerful hammer and roaring, “Where is the girl? I must find her!” Finally, her dream shifted to Gypso shaking her shoulders, begging her to wake up.


Evelyn’s eyes snapped open.

To her shock, in the dim light, she found herself face-to-face with Hortensia, who was gripping her arms and shaking her roughly.

“Wake up!” Hortensia hissed.

Peggy and Candy stood behind her, with Peggy clutching a broken alarm clock. “Planning to sneak out?” she asked with a smirk.

“What?” Evelyn breathed, still groggy.

“Oh, wait, that can’t be right,” Candy squeaked with her arms folded. “Cuz yesterday, you weren’t talkin’ about sneakin’ out—you were talkin’ about gypsies.”

“I don’t think Ms. Frillisome will be too happy to find out that goodie-two-shoes Evelyn was planning to run away,” said Peggy with a smirk.

“Listen,” Evelyn said, holding up her hands in surrender, “I know you don’t really like me, so wouldn’t you be happier if I left?”

“No,” said Hortensia, pretending to scratch her chin in thought, “I think it would be much more satisfying to watch you get caught and lose all your privileges.”

All three of Evelyn’s foster sisters’ eyes flickered with a wicked gleam.

“But first, I think it’s time we taught you a lesson,” Hortensia snarled. “A little punishment of our own. Grab her!”

Peggy and Candy lunged forward and each grabbed one of Evelyn’s arms, forcing her down onto the couch. Hortensia reached into her pocket, pulling out a rusty pair of scissors.

“You think you’re so beautiful with that long, perfect hair. Well, let’s see how cute you look once it’s chopped off!”

“Hey, uh, guys, isn’t this a bit much?” said Candy nervously, still gripping Evelyn’s arm.

“Shut it—or you will be next,” Hortensia snapped.

Hortensia drew the scissor close.

Evelyn wasn’t sure what happened next but a surge of adrenaline shot through her. Just before the blades touched her, she kicked upward with all her might, striking Hortensia’s hand and sending the scissors flying. Hortensia’s mouth dropped open, eyes wide with shock. Then with an angry growl she lunged. But Evelyn was faster. She wrenched her arms free from Peggy and Candy’s grip and twisted off the couch just in time, causing Hortensia to crash into them both like a bowling ball knocking down pins.

Now was her chance. Evelyn dashed for the front door and burst into the stormy morning. Behind her, Hortensia’s voice echoed as she hollered for Ms. Frillisome, but Evelyn didn’t look back.

Freezing raindrops soaked her green-striped pajamas and the sharp wind stung her eyes, but this only encouraged her to run faster. An effervescent wave of elation flooded her insides. She was free! She would meet Gypso and return to the Fey Realm at last.

Before long, Evelyn arrived at the abandoned swamp playground, gasping for air. The sky remained a dark iron-gray, though thankfully the downpour had eased into a drizzle. The park was small: a wooden play structure with a single slide, a swampy sandbox, and a rusty merry-go-round.

Panting heavily, she arrived at the merry-go-round and grabbed one of the handles, giving it a firm push. The merry-go-round gave a shrill squeal but barely moved. Was this the park Gypso had meant? What was she supposed to do now?

“I’m here,” Evelyn announced, twirling slowly. “Gypso, can you hear me? Portal, please open.”

But nothing happened.

Trying her luck, Evelyn tapped the center pole three times, knocked on the platform, and even squatted low to the muddy ground to see if there was anything unusual underneath—but there wasn’t. How was she supposed to transport to the Fey Realm? Was she too late?

She wrapped her arms around her chest and hung her head for a moment when a whistling tune pulled up her gaze. It was the song of the gnomes, the call to the Fey Realm. Excitedly, Evelyn’s eyes scanned her surroundings, but then she noticed something off. The notes were slightly distorted, creating a dark, sinking feeling in her gut. Her gaze rose to the bushes, and there, nearly camouflaged, stood a woman in tattered clothes with long, bristly gray hair, skin like a crocodile, and yellow eyes. She pulled a whistle from her lips, and a wicked grin spread across her face as one of her fingers curled in a beckoning motion.

A high scream escaped Evelyn’s mouth as the creature charged forward. Immediately Evelyn dashed to the other side of the merry-go-round, banging on the metal handles.


“Open, please, open up now!” she furiously begged. She noticed a broken stick on the ground and snatched it instantly. At first she pointed it at the sprinting woman, then switched it to the merry-go-round. “Open up now, take me somewhere full of light, the safest place in the Fey Realm—”


The creature was ten feet away, her black claw-like nails extended towards Evelyn.


“—clean and bright!” Evelyn spat out with as much gusto as she could muster.


Miraculously, the merry-go-round began to spin, gears inside turned and unclamped. Just when Evelyn thought she was a goner, the merry-go-round flipped open like a trap door, blocking the creature and revealing a wide dark hole. Without a moment of hesitation, Evelyn flung herself down.
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Chapter 4:

WHITE SEELIE ACADEMY




Evelyn landed on her stomach with a thump; her cheek and palms smacked hard against a flat cold surface. She could still feel her heart hammering in her chest, her breathing rapid. What just happened?

As soon as her eyes parted, bright light streamed through her lashes so magnificent and brilliant that she had to close them again. Where was she? Had she died?

After a few seconds, she slowly sat up and fluttered her eyes open again. Her vision was a bit blurry and blotchy for a moment, but soon it adjusted and she realized she was in an all white celestial-looking room. It was large, octagonal-shaped with alabaster walls, a high dome ceiling, and directly above her head was the most exquisite floating crystal chandelier she had ever seen.

“What are you doing here?” said a sharp, commanding voice.

Evelyn dropped her gaze and scrambled back immediately. Not far away, perched on a high ornate throne surrounded by eight pixies, sat a regal-looking woman draped in flowing white.

Interestingly the woman’s face appeared Asian, yet she had snowy pale skin, soft rosy lips, and pearlescent white hair that cascaded past her waist. She was the most beautiful woman Evelyn had ever seen; the only thing that lessened her attractiveness was her angered expression that somehow pierced Evelyn to the very core.

“W—where am I? Who are you?” Evelyn stammered, struggling to catch her breath.

“It is I who should be asking you, who are you?” said the woman, her dark eyes widening with fury.

Evelyn looked around nervously, desperately hoping to spot an exit nearby. “My name is Evelyn. What is this place?”

The woman spoke again in a powerful voice that verberated throughout the room. “You are in the White Court Chambers unabashedly sitting before the White Empress of the White Crest. Now tell me, intruder, how did you get in here?”

“I—I don’t know. It was an accident.” Evelyn gulped.

“A portal that transports you to the White Court Chambers doesn’t happen by accident,” the Empress snapped, narrowing her eyes skeptically.

“I just asked to be taken to somewhere safe.”

The Empress let out a humorless breathy laugh. “So you desired to escape to someplace safe and somehow stumbled into one of the most sacred and impenetrable rooms in all the Fey Realm? Only someone with extraordinary magic could possibly . . . ” The Empress’s voice trailed, and then a curious smile spread across her face. “Let me see your eyes,” she purred.

Evelyn had been looking at the Empress, but the moment she said the words, Evelyn felt her eyelids force wide open and lock onto the Empress’s direct gaze.

The Empress’s smile stretched before her dark eyes faded into a cloudy white. Suddenly a bubbling throbbing sensation arose in Evelyn’s chest so powerful that it was able to lift her into a standing position, even causing her to float a few inches off the ground. Evelyn desperately shook her feet back and forth, hoping to find the floor to support her weight. She wanted to scream, but the bubbling pain filled her throat and mouth, preventing her from unlocking her jaw or even breathing. Just before she thought she couldn’t take it any longer, the Empress broke eye contact and Evelyn dropped back to the marble floor. She gasped, taking in deep breaths.

“Impossible,” the Empress whispered, then a tear trickled down her cheek. A second later, her eyes dimmed to their original color and her expression morphed into a look of serenity. After wiping away the tear, the Empress spoke in a gentler tone, “I know who you are . . . ”

“You do?” Evelyn said, feeling very vulnerable and exposed.

“Yes. You are the Purple Light-Bearer.”

Evelyn clapped her hand to her chest, touching the purple crystal that rested hidden under her shirt.

“Do not fear.” The Empress lifted a hand. “I do not wish to steal your necklace. And I know now that it does not possess the purple light. But how very interesting, the interpretation of the prophecy said the Purple Light-Bearer would wield an object so powerful that it will lead to destruction or unification of the kingdoms in the Fey Realm . . . Yet all of the sages were wrong. The weapon itself does not reside in an object but in a half-grown fey . . . inside you.”

Evelyn opened her mouth, then hesitantly spoke, “How do you know that?”

“I am revered as the most expert Aura Reader in the White Kingdom,” said the Empress, sitting tall in her seat. “I can read auras, emotion, intentions, anything a character truly emits—the closest power to being inside the mind without actually being able to read thoughts. But your aura—your aura is exceptional. It is more brilliant than anything I have ever seen. Ever. And also more violet.”

“So . . . you don’t wish to harm me?” Evelyn said, wincing.

The Empress chuckled, her face spreading into a warm smile. “No, after reading your aura, I see that your character is truly good—kind and benevolent.” Inside and all around you I see much compassion, courage, and kindness. You have so much potential—more than you can even fathom. You are destined for greatness.”

“You can see all that from my aura?” Evelyn gulped.

“Indeed.”

“So . . . can I read your aura?”

“No,” the Empress replied, her tone sharp. “No one dares to read the Empress’s aura.”

“What else can you read from an aura?”

“There are many things an aura can tell, things that are good and some things . . . that are not.”

“What do you mean?”

“While much good surrounds you, I do issue you a warning,” said the Empress, lowering her voice. “Behind your bright aura, there are great dark shadows that follow you—evil.”

“Evil?” Evelyn gasped, jumping into a stand and glancing behind her shoulder yet seeing nothing. “Does that mean I am evil?”

“Evil is a choice. You become evil by your actions. However, the path to becoming evil is slow and gradual.”
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