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      For our advanced readers.

      You made us feel like this story matters.
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          Alona Cahill

        

      

    

    
      “Your Highness, please, you must allow me to do my job.” Rowena rushed to help Alona with her hair.

      “Rowena, in less than a year, I’ll be serving as Lady Driscoll’s maid way out in Sandur. How does anyone expect me to dress and style a great lady if I can’t even manage my own hair?”

      Rowena leaned down behind her until Alona could see her maid’s reflection in her hand mirror. “My Lady, before you leave for Sandur, I will teach you everything you need to know. Until then, I intend to treat you as the princess you are.” She ran a brush through Alona’s blond mane. “Whatever traditional nonsense dictates, you were born a princess of this kingdom, and it makes no sense you should ever have to be anything less than what you are.”

      “I am not above the law, no matter who my mother is.”

      “She will get you out of this. I have faith. You will rule as your mother’s heir one day.”

      “I was born without magic, just like you. I’m almost eighteen now, soon I’ll join the serving class. There’s no use pretending it isn’t so. Now, show me how you do my hair in that twisty thing.”

      “Very well, my Lady.” Rowena guided Alona through the steps to secure her hair in a neat updo, perfect for traveling. “You seem nervous.”

      “I’m more than just nervous. I’m petrified. What if Lady Driscoll asks me to serve her tea or something else I don’t know how to do yet?”

      “She wouldn’t dare. Not a minute before your eighteenth birthday and probably not even after.”

      “What do you mean, not even after?” Alona secured her traveling cloak in place with a jeweled broach her mother gave her last year.

      “My Lady, I can’t imagine anyone will actually make you serve.”

      “Then what am I to do with my life?” Alona’s eyes widened in alarm. For seventeen years she’d prepared herself for a future as a lady’s maid. She’d even had days when she couldn’t wait to get started in her new life. But if she wasn’t allowed to serve as her mother’s heir, nor allowed to serve as a maid in more than just name only, then how would she fill her days?

      “Don’t trouble yourself, my Lady, I believe you will become more of a companion to Lady Driscoll than an actual servant. After all, you may be destined for the serving class, but you are still the queen’s daughter. That will never change.”

      Alona couldn’t imagine a more boring task than to entertain an old lady waiting around to die. Lady Driscoll was a widow friend of her mother’s. She’d always believed the Lady would treat her well, and she knew her mother and Lady Driscoll had schemes to marry her into the merchant class after she’d served a few years as a maid. But Alona wanted to embrace her new life and the freedoms it brought. One of those freedoms was the right to make her own choices in a way she’d never been able to as a princess.

      “Are you quite certain you don’t want me to go with you, your Majesty?”

      “I can manage without you for a few weeks,” Alona insisted.

      If the whole point of this trip was to meet her future employer, then she didn’t think it made sense to travel with an entourage befitting a princess. She’d had to argue her point with her mothers, but even they saw the sense in her request eventually. She still had to travel with the queen’s guard—the head of the guard no less. But Alona looked forward to spending time with Eamon Donovan, the captain of the palace guard and a man who’d been like a father to Alona. He would escort her safely north to Sandur, an exotic city along the coast of Eldur’s wasteland. She’d never traveled to the northern half of their kingdom before and was looking forward to the trip.

      “Are you all set, sweetheart?” The queen consort peeked into her daughter’s rooms with a forced smile on her face.

      “Yes, Mama, you two can come in now. I know you’ve been lurking in the halls for the last half hour. And I know you both have better things to do with your time.”

      “We have nothing so pressing that we can’t wish our daughter a safe trip.” The queen crossed the room, taking a moment to adjust the broach at Alona’s throat.  Both Queen Faolan and Queen Consort Tierney were her mothers in every sense of the word, but Faolan gave birth to her, hoping for a strong heir—something that was not in the cards for their little family.

      “Lady Driscoll will take good care of you, my dear.” Faolan squeezed her hands.

      “I think it’s supposed to be the other way around, Mother.” Alona smiled.

      “Not yet.”

      Her last year as a princess of Eldur would be filled with many ‘not yets.’ Her mothers wanted her to enjoy her last year at court, but Alona wanted to get it over with.

      “I’ll be back before you know it, Mother.” She hugged the queens, leaving them behind to comfort each other.
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      For the first day and a half of her journey, Alona did as she should and rode in the carriage as befitting her current station. But on the afternoon of the second day, she chose to ride with Eamon and his men on horseback. She wanted to catch the first glimpse of Sol Loch’s crystal clear waters and the hot springs there. The air already smelled of sulfur, and the heat of the day caused Alona to travel with a cotton veil over her head and face to shield her from the sand and the heat. Had she been born with the power of the Eldur Fae, the sun would have strengthened her the way it did for all Eldurians. They were the strongest of the Fae, yet they were limited to using their magic only during the day. At night, Alona stood among equals.

      “Just a little farther, Alona, and we’ll break for the evening at the hot springs,” Eamon said. “Maybe we can even find one of the mud springs where you and Finn used to have good old fashioned mud fights when you thought I wasn’t paying attention.” His grin was infectious, and so like his son’s. She’d grown up with Finn Donovan among the other children in residence at the palace.

      Finn was just two years older than Alona, but most of the time he acted like he was seven—and probably still would when he was seventy.

      “If we find a mud spring, I’ll be taking a mud bath. I believe I’ve outgrown mud fights.”

      “You know, Lona, pigs take mud baths.” Eamon flashed a mischievous smile at her.

      “Oh, you know very well the Ladies of the Eldur court pay good money for that mud.”

      “You’re all nutters. Every last one of you refined sort.”

      “Well, in a year I won’t be quite so refined.”

      “You will always be a refined lady, my Lona.” Eamon’s handsome smile routinely melted the hearts of most of those ‘refined ladies’ at court. “Even covered in mud like a pig.”

      “Oh, you just hush now.” She laughed.

      “Morgan and O’Mally, ride ahead and find the lady a mud spring. And while you’re at it, put up her tent so she can rest before dinner."

      “Yes, sir!” The two youngest soldiers of Eamon’s unit took off ahead, eager to do their commander’s bidding.

      “Thank you, Eamon. I shouldn’t allow such luxuries, but I am tired, and I haven’t enjoyed the hot springs in ages.”

      “We will get our first glimpse of Sol Loch just over the next rise. The waters there will be soothing this time of year. Hot, but not too hot.”

      “Sounds wonderful.” Alona leaned forward in her saddle, eager to set her eyes on the crowning jewel of Eldur for the first time in years. She’d grown up at the palace in the capital city, Raudur, that lay along the rocky cliffs of the Dalur River. It was cooler there and beautiful in its own way. But Sol Loch was breathtaking in its wildness. She would love to spend her days here among the many lakes and hot springs, but it was far too close to Eldfal, the massive volcano in the northern wastelands. The stability of the land here was always in question.

      “I would live here in a heartbeat if the land was fruitful.” Eamon gazed across the rolling sandy hills to the oasis that was Loch Sol in the distance.

      “And if the water was drinkable,” Alona added. “We could have a little cottage near the springs and live out our days free of palace gossip and Eldur hierarchy.”

      “We can dream.” Eamon winked. “If we ride ahead of the carriage, we’ll be there in half an hour.”

      “Race you.” Alona dug her heels into her mount’s sides and flew down the hillside, laughing the whole way.

      “Alona Cahill, I didn’t help raise a cheater!” Eamon called behind her.

      “Finn taught me!” She galloped over the desolate hills and valleys, but Eamon quickly pulled ahead of her. His men surrounded her, keeping pace with her mount until they reached the rolling green hills of Loch Sol.

      “Winner, winner, doesn’t have to cook dinner,” Eamon taunted.

      “If you expect me to cook dinner, we are in for a sorry night indeed. I can’t draw my own bath, much less cook a stew over a campfire.” Alona felt so useless in these moments. She hated that she needed servants to take care of her.

      “It’s all right, Princess. You are far too intelligent to waste your talents cooking for a bunch of raggedy soldiers.”

      “Talents?” She laughed.

      “Sir, my Lady,” Morgan interrupted their playful banter. “We’ve set up camp just along the trail ahead. We’ve found hot springs as well as a mud spring for the princess.”

      “Thank you, Morgan. I appreciate your fine scouting skills.” Alona nodded to the soldier.

      “Thank you, my Lady.” Morgan’s ears turned pink at her praise.

      “My men will set up camp, Lona. I will take you to the mud spring and keep watch while you enjoy the rest of the afternoon. I know you must be weary from traveling all day.” Donovan slid off his horse and tossed the reins to Morgan.

      Alona dismounted from her horse, feeling every aching muscle in her body cry out for the soothing balm of Sol Loch’s healing waters. The unforgiving Eldur sun seemed to have sapped all her strength. The mud would ease the aches and pains and leave her skin silky smooth. When she finished bathing in the hot springs, she would feel a thousand times better.

      Alona stripped down to her shift and sank up to her knees in the sun-warmed mud bath. Sitting down, she made herself comfortable for a nice long soak. The magical properties of the natural spring eased the aches and pains of traveling across the unforgiving desert.

      A rustling noise brought Alona out of her sleepy stupor brought on by the steam.

      “It can’t be time to go already.” Eamon would die before he would let any of his men near the springs where she bathed, but she wasn’t certain they still wouldn’t try.

      Alona was about to turn when a dirty hand clamped over her mouth. A blinding pain ripped through her head, and her mind went dark.
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          2 Months Earlier

        

      

    

    
      Brea Robinson was a lie.

      Okay, not in the truest sense of the word. Brea was really her name, and Amanda and Jack Robinson were her parents. Parents who would never understand her.

      This life was what felt like a lie. She’d never fit in this world of high school hallways and concrete jungles. That was what her school was. A jungle. A wild place, unsafe for anyone who didn’t fit.

      “I can’t believe I’m back here.” She sighed as she hiked her backpack higher on her shoulder.

      Myles, best friend extraordinaire, sported a giant grin, one she couldn’t match.

      “Why are you so happy today?”

      He lifted his hands to the blue sky above. “It’s a beautiful day, Brea.” He never said her name with only one syllable like everyone else. Since they were kids, he’d called her Bree-ya.

      “It’s…” She lifted her eyes to the building they’d tried improving with brick columns and colorful banners flapping in the breeze touting the Southern Ohio school’s many accomplishments. “A day. A freezing day.”

      “Don’t be so glum, chum.” He draped an arm over her shoulders and squeezed. “I’m just glad you’re back.”

      Back. Because she’d been gone. How could she forget? Mentally unstable Brea Robinson missed the first month back from winter break because she was at the Clarkson Institution for Troubled Teens. It was where they put you when you had a freak out on Christmas morning.

      Her ever-eloquent mother named the episodes freak outs. Brea wasn’t really sure what they were. All her life, she saw… things—for lack of a better word. Sometimes when she looked at a person, she saw features that weren’t there. Pointy ears, flashing eyes, bright colors.

      Sometimes they were the stuff of nightmares.

      The psych-dude she saw when she was young claimed she was having night terrors, but during the day.

      It wasn’t just seeing things though. When she got angry or sad or even happy, it was like she lost control of the emotion, and it expanded within her, overcoming every thought and even manifesting as this weird energy beneath her skin.

      An energy begging for release that sometimes got her into trouble.

      “Do they all know?” She climbed the front steps, walking under a banner proclaiming the school as the football state champs.

      Myles hesitated before he spoke. “I mean… there were rumors.” He pulled open the glass door and waited for her to enter.

      But how was she supposed to do this? Face them? It wasn’t the first time she’d been two-sleeves short of a straight-jacket.

      If her mom had any say, they’d have lost the key to her room.

      Sucking in a deep breath, she repeated her personal mantra. “I’m not crazy. I’m not crazy.”

      Myles reached for her hand, threading their fingers together. “No one thinks that.”

      He overestimated the kids in their nowhere town. The people of Grafton, Ohio loved gossip. It entertained their small minds.

      He squeezed her hand tighter as if sensing she didn’t believe him. She looked down at their joined hands. “You know, this is why everyone has thought we’re a thing since like the fifth grade.”

      “And since when do we care what they think?” He never had, but as she walked down that hall, Brea couldn’t think of anything else.

      Maybe her mom was right. She did belong at Clarkson permanently, somewhere that could help her rid herself of the hallucinations and surges of anger and fear she couldn’t control.

      “If you didn’t spend all your time with me, maybe you’d have more friends.” She pulled her hand free, pretending to adjust the strap of her backpack.

      “Why do I need other friends?” He stopped at her locker and leaned against the pale metal. “Who else is going to dissect every scene of The Witcher with me? Have you finished season one yet? I’m dying to tell you all the parts you missed by not reading the books.”

      “Myles.” She shook her head in exasperation as she turned the rusted dial. It stuck on the last number—like it always did—and Myles hammered it with his fist until it popped open. She slid her coat off and shoved it in. Opening her bag, she stuffed the books for her first classes inside. “We’ve been over this. I’m not a reader.” But she was a watcher. She watched every single fantasy movie and television show multiple times and discussed them with Myles. “I don’t need to read when I have my very own walking-talking Encyclopedia of fantasy to tell me all the parts that didn’t show up in the movies.”

      “You’re missing out.” Myles shook his head.

      “Speaking of missing out, what did you do while I was in prison?”

      “You weren’t in prison.”

      She rolled her eyes. With how closely the staff watched her, she may as well have been. That’s what happens when you shove your mom across the room and into the Christmas tree. She still couldn’t explain why or how she did it, but that didn’t matter.

      “Okay, fine. While I was in the hospital spending all my time in therapy, did you hang out with anyone else?”

      He only shrugged and propped one Converse-clad foot against the locker. Guilt gnawed at her, but that wasn’t a new feeling. She appreciated how loyal Myles was to her. Throughout her life, he was the only person she’d ever been able to count on. But he deserved more than a messed-up girl who saw inhuman freaks everywhere she went.

      She met Myles in fifth grade when his family moved into the farm next door to hers. It was a love-at-first-sight kind of thing. Another lie. Love. But not with Myles. It was never romantic between them, but they’d bonded over their love of horses and desire to be anywhere but on their respective farms.

      He was an attractive boy, and she knew for a fact the girls in the school liked him. It was one of the reasons they hated her so much. He could have been popular. All he’d have to do was make that short walk across the cafeteria at lunch and slide onto the bench with the rest of his football teammates.

      Yep, that was right. Brea Robinson’s best friend was a football player.

      They walked to his locker so he could grab his books.

      “Are you ever going to answer my question?” She tried to ignore the students hurrying down the hall, trying to get to class like it was any normal day. For them, she supposed, it was.

      They didn’t have to try and re-integrate into a place of whispers and accusing glares. She hadn’t missed those.

      Myles slammed his locker shut, and the sound reverberated down the emptying hall. The tardy bell rang, and he grinned. “Ooh saved by the bell.”

      She hurried after him. “We have the same first period, doofus.”

      They entered English Lit and walked to their usual seats near the back.

      “Hi, Myles. You can sit by me.” Ellen, a senior cheerleader, sent him a wave.

      Brea had never until that moment disliked Ellen. She’d always been the sweet one on the team, unlike the rest of the girls who accused Brea of being some sort of witch—ironically, of course.

      Myles grinned and puffed out his chest—ew—before sliding into his usual seat and leaning back. “Sorry, El. My girl needs me.”

      “El,” Brea whispered with a shake of her head. “For the record, I don’t need you.”

      His smile only widened. “Sure you do. You love me.”

      God help her, she did. Her parents weren’t big on the love word—probably because their hearts were made of stone. But Myles let his feelings loose whenever he thought she needed it.

      “Are you ever going to tell me what you’ve been up to?” She folded her arms on top of the dark-stained wooden desk.

      “Cap had her colt.”

      Brea sat up straighter. Captain—named for Captain America—was the pride and joy of the Merrick farm. “Why didn’t you tell me the moment you picked me up this morning?”

      He shrugged. “I knew you’d yell at me because I’ve spent the last month in the company of beautiful beasts who aren’t big on the talking.” He reached over and flicked her hair. “Hey, they kind of sound like you.”

      “I’m not a beast,” she grumbled. Or beautiful. Beauty was another one of those lies she hated so much. It was just an illusion.

      He threw his head back with a full-throated laugh that had more than a few heads turning their way.

      Brea leaned across her desk to Myles. “They’re staring at me.”

      “That’s because they missed you.”

      She snorted. “Yeah, okay.” Most days, she wished the kids at her school didn’t know she existed. But it was hard to ignore the crazy girl. That was an awful term—one people at the institute chastised her for every time she used it. But it didn’t mean it wasn’t how she felt.

      Mental illness, they’d told her, was not something she could control, or deserved. They said it was an illness like any other, and nothing to be ashamed of.

      But some days, shame was all she felt.

      Mrs. Epstein walked to the front of the room, her gray hair pulled back into a severe bun. She started talking to them about whatever boring book—oops, literary classic—they’d been assigned to read.

      Brea wasn’t a reader. She subscribed more to the “do as little as possible” philosophy. Unlike Myles who was already bent over his notebook scribbling notes.

      His perfect grades meant he’d eventually go on to some fancy college, leaving her behind. It was inevitable.

      He wanted to be a large animal vet focusing on horses and cattle.

      And he’d be amazing at it.

      She watched her friend as a lock of caramel-colored hair fell into his eyes, wishing she could have just an ounce of his confidence.

      His life wasn’t perfect by any means, but then, perfection was only an illusion.

      Another lie.
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      Throughout the day, Brea heard many variations of the rumors about her absence. She’d met an older man and run off with him, only to be dragged home.

      She’d left to have a baby. That one stung a little. Had she really looked eight months pregnant before she left?

      Then there was the story of the drugs she’d gotten hooked on, thanks to the sketchy characters who worked her family’s farm. She thought she seemed pretty good after only a month in rehab.

      It was Riley Anders, Captain of the boys’ soccer team, who hit closest to home. As she’d walked by him at lunch, she heard the words “wacko” and “asylum” thrown into the atmosphere as if they didn’t hold the power of a thousand knives.

      Myles waved to her from their usual table, but she stood frozen in the center of the busy cafeteria. Classmates swarmed around her, as if not seeing the girl in the middle of a major crisis.

      Her feet wouldn’t move, like they were stuck in mud, swirling, sucking mud.

      But the white tile floor was clean—or at least as clean as a school floor could be.

      Nothing held her in place except a heart-splitting fear. This was her life now. Her breath came in short gasps as she tried to calm her shaking hands.

      Energy buzzed underneath her skin, growing louder as the anxiety swirled out of control. She couldn’t do this, couldn’t be here.

      The lies she told herself ate at her. She was okay. It was just a phase. Nothing was wrong.

      Nothing was okay. This would never end.

      And it was all so, so wrong.

      Brea Robinson was a lie.

      “Brea.” Myles appeared at her side, lifting a hand to grab her arm.

      She twisted away from him, forcing her legs to push through the quicksand of her fear.

      “Brea!” Myles called after her as she ran through the cafeteria, shoving people out of the way.

      She burst through the double doors into the hall, but it wasn’t enough.

      “I can’t breathe,” she said to herself as her head whipped from side to side searching for an escape.

      “Where are you going, weirdo?”

      She didn’t know who said it, but a crowd of people stood in the doorway watching her.

      Myles pushed through them, trying to get to her, to reach her.

      But he was too late.

      Brea’s sneakers squeaked against the tile floor, and the hall became a blur of lockers. A hall monitor tried to stop her, but she kept going until she reached the front door of the school.

      A blast of winter air struck her the moment she crashed through the doors. She gulped a breath as if she’d never feel its icy chill again and ran down the steps.

      Snow coated the walkway in front of her, leading to the student parking lot where a fresh dusting covered the cars.

      Snow made the world look so new, but even that was a lie. It only covered up the grime underneath.

      A chill raced down her spine, and she hugged her arms across her chest, wishing for the jacket that sat snug in her locker.

      Wacko.

      That was what they thought of her. She couldn’t face this school any longer. But where could she go? Her parents thought much worse things of her. Tears froze in her lashes, and she wanted to scream. Not even her tears could thaw her.

      “Where are you going?” Myles’ voice behind her was soft.

      She didn’t turn to him. “Leave me alone, Myles.”

      “Brea, you have to go back in there and show them nothing they say matters.”

      “But it does. It all matters.” She whirled on her heel, narrowly missing a patch of ice. “You can’t tell me you don’t think it. Just a little.”

      “Think what?”

      “That I should never have been released from the institute.”

      “I’d never think something like that.”

      A warm tear tracked down her icy cheek. “No, you wouldn’t say it, but everyone thinks it. My parents. Them.” She gestured to the school. “This version of me, the one who exists inside that school instead of in a sterile room. It’s not real. I finally see it now. The Brea Robinson you see is the lie.”

      “Don’t say that?”

      Anger burned through her. Why couldn’t he see this?

      The doors opened behind them, and a few of Myles’ teammates piled out of the building. They stopped when they saw them.

      “Lover’s quarrel?” Carson Freemont asked.

      As the quarterback, most people wished he’d speak to them. But he’d been tormenting her since middle school, and she just wished he’d go away.

      “This is none of your business, Freemont.” Myles drew himself up to his full height—which was about an inch taller than Carson’s six feet.

      Carson laughed. “Touched a nerve, did I?” He looked to his friends with a grin. “So, Brea, heard you were in the nut house. Almost killed your ma.”

      And it all made sense. How some of the kids at school knew. Carson’s mom was in a church group with Brea’s.

      Her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth, kept there by some invisible force. A tingling started in her fingertips, and she rubbed them together, trying to rid herself of the feeling. She knew what it meant.

      Brea was about to lose control.

      She breathed deeply, trying to push away the emotions swirling in her chest. Shame. Guilt. But most of all, anger. She was so freaking angry at this world, this school, these kids. The list was long.

      “Not about to go psycho on us, are you?” Carson lifted a brow and stepped toward her. His frame loomed over her smaller one, and she stared down at her feet.

      He wasn’t finished. “Come on, Robinson. I want to see some of that legendary temper. You can be a grand prize winner of a lifelong stay at the Clarkson Center.”

      He even knew the institute they’d put her in. The Clarkson Center dealt with delinquents with mental disturbances.

      Memories flashed through her mind of the first night she’d arrived there when she was just a child. They’d strapped her to a bed. She’d thrashed against the restraints and screamed about how nothing was real.

      After that, everything she’d done had been monitored. Even now, she was expected to go straight to her therapist after school.

      Her fists clenched at her sides, and she squeezed her eyes shut. Don’t lose control, she told herself.

      But it was no use because she’d never had control in the first place.

      Carson forced her chin up. “Look at me,” he growled. “You don’t belong here.”

      Not news to her.

      “You never ha—” His words cut off as Myles barreled into him, knocking him to the concrete.

      Carson tried to pop up, but Myles was bigger and stronger.

      Brea stepped back until she teetered on the edge of the curb. She’d never seen Myles so angry… or violent.

      She needed to stop it, to help him. Carson managed to roll them over, his fist pounding into Myles’ face.

      “Myles,” Brea whispered, desperation coursing through her.

      Her friend’s hand went limp, but Carson didn’t stop.

      “You can’t do this.” Her voice was so quiet no one heard her. Carson’s friends only watched in fascination as blood poured from Myles’ face.

      He couldn’t get away with this. Searing hot rage ripped through her, filling every cell with its fury. Her jaw clenched as heat pooled in her hands. Her eyes blazed as she became more than the girl on the sidelines.

      She tilted her head to the side, trying to hold back whatever was happening. But this was Myles, and that only amplified every emotion in her.

      “Myles is good,” she bit out. He deserved only good things.

      Unlike her. It was in that moment Brea realized she wasn’t good, she was fire to his ocean, rage to his joy.

      The way he saw the world may have been a lie, but it had to be preserved.

      Light poured from her before she knew what was happening. Pain exploded in her temple as the power split her in two. She tried to call it back, to make it stop, but it kept coming.

      Her knees buckled, and she fell forward. She didn’t sense the impact as she hit the ground or feel whatever that power was snap back into her.

      Her eyes found Myles motionless on the ground with the others nowhere to be found. She reached for his hand, struggling to grasp his icy fingers.

      Whatever this was, it was just another lie. Another illusion. She’d wake up soon to find everything as it should be.

      Part of her hoped it was a dream and she’d open her eyes to find the blank white walls of the Clarkson Center caging her in once again.
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      A hand pressed Brea to the concrete as her eyes slid open. Flashing red and blue lights reflected off the snow. They didn’t belong there, but then, neither did she.

      “Am I going back to the Clarkson Center?” she wheezed out.

      No one answered. By now, half the school probably watched from the windows.

      She lifted her head, searching for Myles and only finding splatters of blood where he’d been before.

      “Myles?” Still, no answer. Any minute, he’d walk out of the school to wrap his arms around her. “Where’s Myles?”

      Whoever held her down took pity on her finally. “The boy who was here? They’ve taken him to St. Mary’s.”

      “The hospital? Is he…” She swallowed. “Is he going to be okay?”

      “I’d be surprised if he survived the ambulance ride.”

      She shook her head. It couldn’t be real. Just another one of her delusions. Myles was fine. He had to be. He was the best person she knew, the only one who’d ever loved her.

      It should be her in that ambulance.

      The man hauled her up, and her legs wobbled beneath her. She turned her head, catching sight of his police officer’s uniform. He nodded to where three other officers waited beside two police cruisers.

      “Brea Robinson, you are under arrest for the attempted murder of Myles Merrick.”

      “No, I couldn’t have hurt him. Not Myles.” She tried to remember everything that happened, but it didn’t seem real. They really thought it was her that did this?

      The officer continued reading her rights, but she couldn’t hear him over the ringing in her ears.

      “You’ll be able to call your people from the precinct.”

      Her people? He meant her parents, but they’d never been her people. That title had always rested solely with Myles, the boy next door.

      And she’d killed him.

      Brea Robinson was a lie.

      A horror story.

      But the truth? She wasn’t sure if that even existed.

      The cop shoved her into the back of his cruiser, her hands cuffed behind her back.

      She leaned her head against the seat and stared at the ceiling, wishing she could see the blue sky Myles loved so much. A tear escaped, but she couldn’t wipe it away. “I’m sorry, Myles.”
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      The door to Brea’s cell opened. For the last twenty-four hours, the only person she’d seen was her therapist, Doctor Cochran—and his sedatives. He claimed that seeing her parents or anyone else right now would only upset her further.

      “Sedation is my friend,” or so he said. The doctor just didn’t know how good Brea was at tricking him and the nurses into believing she’d swallowed the pills. She had a growing collection of them under her bed, just waiting for the moment when someone finally told her she had actually killed Myles. Her best friend. The promise of those pills were her only comfort now.

      ”Brea Robinson?” An officer she didn’t recognize stepped into her pristinely white cell. “You’re being transferred.”

      “Transferred? Where?” Brea sat up on her cot.

      ”Dunno.” The officer scratched his head, checking the clipboard in his hand. “That fancy doctor of yours signed orders to send you to some big city prison in Columbus with a psych ward, where you’ll wait for your arraignment.”

      “How is Myles?” Brea clutched her clothes to her chest as she followed the officer from her cell.

      “Dunno.” The officer hitched up his pants as they walked down the long corridor to the main office.

      “Do my parents know where I’m going?”

      “Your parents signed over their parental rights to your therapist. Looks like they might have washed their hands of you.” The officer held open the door for her to pass through.

      Brea shuffled forward, unable to make sense of the last twenty-four hours. Everything was a blur. “I need to know how Myles is doing.” Her voice sounded distant to her own ears as the precinct officers filed her transfer paperwork, completely ignoring her. No one ever seemed to listen to her. “Please, is he okay?”

      ”Quiet,” another police officer said behind her. Brea turned, startled to see him there. She looked up, and up, to find he had the most striking midnight blue eyes she’d ever seen. “We will leave in a moment, keep your mouth shut.” His tone was curt, and he looked like he didn’t know how to smile, but his presence sent a wave of warmth through her, calming her fears. Everything would be fine soon. Once she got settled in the psych ward, her doctor would explain everything. That was the familiarity she needed now.

      Brea followed the handsome officer with the beautiful eyes and stony frown outside into the freezing night. She didn’t even have her coat. Wasn’t it odd to transfer prisoners so late at night?

      She ducked her head into the backseat of the police cruiser, wondering why the officer hadn’t handcuffed her for the transport. The ride to Columbus would be a few hours. Maybe he thought she’d be more comfortable?

      Brea’s thoughts whirled from one thing to the next, like she couldn’t focus on any one thought long enough to question her newest circumstances.

      “Myles?” She leaned forward. “Can you tell me anything about Myles? Can you call the hospital and check on him?”

      ”You’re better off forgetting him and whatever he might have meant to you.” The voice was like warm hot chocolate. She didn’t like his words, but he somehow managed to make them sound like the most soothing of responses.

      “What about my parents? Did they really sign me over  to Dr. Cochran?”

      “As far as your parents are concerned, they never had a daughter named Brea Robinson. Now just sit back and enjoy the ride.”

      Brea yawned. ”I don’t think I like you.” His voice sent an unwelcome warmth racing through her, but through the fog of her confusion, she couldn’t quite work out why that was a bad thing.
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      It was dark when Brea woke, still in the backseat of the police cruiser—still with no idea what was happening. A spark of fear curled in her gut, and she latched on to it. It was the only true emotion she’d experienced since leaving her cell.

      Gazing out the window, Brea expected to see highways and cars heading for the city. Instead, she saw trees and vast stretches of farmland. They were the only car on the dark country road. Panic seeped into her bones as she watched the man behind the wheel. She caught his gaze in the rear view mirror, his dark eyes flashing like sapphire jewels in the night. She’d seen eyes like those before.

      I’m not crazy. I’m not crazy. Brea squeezed her eyes shut tight before she dared to chance a second glance at the officer. His normal midnight blue eyes peered back at her through the mirror. Exactly, I’m not crazy. She breathed a sigh of relief. It was never a good thing for Brea Robinson to see things that weren’t there.

      “Where are you taking me?” She tried to keep the accusation from her tone, but Brea did not have a good feeling about this gruff man who claimed to be a police officer.

      ”Somewhere safe. Just relax. We’ll be there soon.”

      Once again, his words had a mesmerizing effect on her. Part of her wanted to do something drastic to try to escape, but the other part of her wanted to sit back and relax like the officer suggested. Brea resisted that second part of her subconscious mind trying to tell her everything was fine when it clearly wasn’t.

      When the driver turned down a long winding dirt road,  Brea knew what she had to do. Breathing deep and even, she calmed herself. After nearly a half-hour on the dirt road, the officer finally stopped in front of a small farmhouse in the middle of nowhere. Brea had seen her fair share of psych wards and rehabilitation centers. Not one of them looked like this dilapidated place.

      The officer turned to peer into the backseat. Just before he spoke, Brea stuffed her fingers in her ears and rocked back and forth, banging her head against the back seat. It was her best impersonation of a crazy person, which she was not. Whenever that man spoke, strange things happened in her mind. The calm he exuded was deceptive.

      “Enough of that, Brea. You aren’t crazy.”

      He stepped from the driver’s side and she repeated her mantra—and her fit. “I’m not crazy. I’m not crazy.”

      The moment he opened the back door, Brea shot out of the car like her hair was on fire. She ran down the dark and desolate road, the cloudy night sky offering little to light her path.

      ”Brea, get back here, now!” The stranger shouted after her, and Brea resisted the unnatural urge to do as he said. “I will drag you back by your hair if I have to, but you’re coming with me, girl.”

      She didn’t know where she was going, but she had to get away. If she ever wanted to know the truth about Myles, she had to go back and face the consequences of what she’d done to her best friend. If that meant spending the rest of her life in a padded cell, then maybe that was where she belonged. Maybe her parents were right to give up on her.

      The stranger was gaining on her, so she darted into the woods, branches and briars lashing against her face as she ran harder and faster than she ever had before.

      “Brea, you don’t understand. You're making this harder than it has to be. Come back to the house before you hurt yourself.”

      Brea stuffed her fingers in her ears as she ran, stumbling from the dense forest into a wide-open field.

      “Brea, you’re acting like a brat,” her assailant called. She darted a glance over her shoulder and ran right into something warm and solid.

      “Get behind me. Brea, Lochlan is dangerous.” The second stranger of the night shoved her behind him.

      “What is this? Who are you people?”

      ”You can call me Griff, and when we get out of here, I’ll explain everything, I promise.” He put himself between her and the man chasing her. Griff smelled like springtime and fresh-mown grass.

      “I’m not crazy. I’m not crazy, I’m not crazy,” she murmured, darting her eyes around the field, looking for an escape.

      ”No, you aren’t crazy. You’re just the girl we’ve been looking for, but I need you to trust me, even though you have no reason to. I’m not going to trick you with mind games.” He grabbed her hand and warmth spread through Brea’s body at his touch.

      ”Hand her over, Griff.” The not-police officer darted into the clearing. “She’s coming with me.” He moved like a predator, and Brea stumbled back to put some distance between herself and these strange men.

      ”You can’t treat people like pawns, Loch.”

      ”That’s rich coming from you.” The one named Griff moved to block her from Lochlan.

      Brea watched the two men talking about her like she wasn’t even there. She should run, but there was nowhere to hide. She didn’t even know where she was or if any of this was even happening in reality.

      “I’m not crazy. I’m not crazy.” The clouds parted and the field flooded with moonlight.

      “Griff, don’t do it. You know I’ll find you.”

      ”Brace yourself, sweetheart.” Griff pulled her into his arms and turned toward the moon. The air smelled of lavender and jasmine—two things one did not smell in the dead of an Ohio winter. The air rent in two, right before her eyes, like a piece of fabric cut with scissors.

      “Oh, I’m definitely crazy.” Brea closed her eyes and everything went dark.
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      The man's—Griff’s—hand clamped down on Brea’s arm as the world twisted and bent around them. A wave of dizziness washed over her, but his grip kept her upright.

      She tried to speak, to breathe out the protests and the questions swirling in her mind, but nothing came out.

      Everything disappeared. The snow, the bare winter trees covered in a thin sheen of ice.

      Even the police officer faded into the background before she couldn’t see him at all. Loch, Griff had called him. His smooth voice echoed in her ears, calling after her with a mixture of fear and fury until even that was gone and all that remained was a heavy silence.

      Warmth. It was the first thing she noticed. Gone was the dreary Ohio winter. She pried her eyes open to find the sun breaking through flowering trees overheard. It was the dead of night a moment ago.

      Neither of them moved for a long moment before Brea finally lifted her eyes to her abductor.

      His violet eyes flashed when they met hers, and that was how she knew.

      She'd never left the Clarkson Institute. It was all in her head. The first day back to school never happened. She never attacked Myles, never went to prison. It was all just a terrible nightmare.

      Ripping her arm from his grasp, she walked backward. “You’re not real. None of this is real.” She squeezed her eyes shut, hoping when she opened them, she’d see the sterile walls of her room and know she was safe.

      Well, as safe as she could be when her own mind played tricks on her.

      But it didn’t go away. The fresh smell of spring permeated her nostrils, so different from the icy air that filled her lungs only moments ago.

      “Come on, Brea,” she whispered to herself. “Wake up. You’re safe.”

      The man continued to stare at her and cocked his head, one corner of his mouth lifting into a half-smile. “Are you talking to yourself?”

      “No,” she huffed. Why did she even respond to him? He was just a figment of her imagination.

      His lips parted into a full grin. “I hate traveling to your realm in the winter.” He brushed the dusting of snow from the sleeves of his shirt.

      Brea’s eyes followed his movements, taking in the clothing that looked straight out of one of the fantasy movies she and Myles always watched together.

      Myles. She choked on a sob and turned her back on the stranger. That part was too fresh in her mind not to be real. Her best friend was dead because of her. What had she done? The guilt opened up a chasm inside her, but no tears came. It was Brea’s curse. Girls were supposed to cry, weren’t they? To let their emotions out. At least, that was what Myles always said. But of the two of them, he’d been the crier.

      She’d never wished for tears more than in that moment. Myles deserved every bit of emotion she could muster.

      Her back shook as she tried to force them out.

      “What are you doing?” The man put a hand on her back, and she jumped away from him with a yelp.

      “You’re not supposed to be able to touch me.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Before… when I’ve… seen things…” She sucked in a breath. “You know what, I don’t have to explain anything. You're not real.” She walked forward, hoping she could find some way out of this nightmare.

      Around her, blooms flourished among the trees. Her feet crunched through the crisp green grass, but they weren’t the only ones.

      The man followed her.

      “Brea, wait.”

      “I’m ready to wake up now.” She reached a clearing and lifted her face to the sky, begging for some higher power to make this all go away.

      “You’re not asleep, and you’re not imagining things.”

      She turned to face the man who’d called himself Griff. He was ridiculously attractive—if you were into that kind of thing. His long auburn hair was tied back away from the flawless skin of his face. Intense green eyes—no longer flashing violet—locked on her, but she refused to meet them, focusing instead on the pointed tips of his ears.

      “You’re a delusion.”

      “I’m not.” He crossed his arms over his chest.

      “I just want to go home.” To wake up in the twin bed she’d slept in since she was a kid and start this day all over again. “I never left the institute. Myles isn’t dead.”

      Griff’s expression softened, and he took a step toward her. “I’m sorry about your friend. But it wasn’t your fault. You don’t know how to control what’s happening to you.”

      “Nothing is happening to me except my mind imagining things.” But she felt it, the energy within her. There was no denying how it kicked her heart up a notch and latched onto her anger, her sadness.

      Among all these lies, that felt like the only truth she had.

      Something was very wrong with her.

      Without thinking, she turned and started running, ducking back into the trees. Branches whipped her face, causing a trickle of blood to drip down over her parted lips as she crashed through the woods, trying to get away from the man pursuing her.

      She panted as she leaped over a fallen tree and burst past the tree line, stopping dead in her tracks at the sight before her. Rolling green hills stretched into the distance like a painting of a lonely land, untouched and wild.

      Clear blue skies topped off the picturesque landscape without a cloud in sight.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Griff stopped beside her.

      Her jaw clenched. “No.” Lies, illusions, were never beautiful.

      She could barely make out a house in the distance surrounded by pastures where horses grazed.

      “That’s home.” Griff pointed to the house. “I tried to get the portal as close as I could without scaring the horses with the energy it emitted.”

      “Portal?” She shook her head. None of this made any sense. She walked back into the woods and sat down on the fallen tree she’d jumped over while trying to escape only moments before.

      The events of the day played in her mind like a movie. Returning to school and facing the stares of her classmates. Myles’… death. The word sat heavy in her mind.

      Then the police station and the man who took her away from there. How did it all fit together?

      Griff dropped to the log beside her. “I know this is all a little much, but I promise you it’s real. I just need you to come with me.”

      “I don’t even know him,” she whispered to herself. On her many stays at the institute, she’d spent hours and sometimes days with no company but herself. When she got scared or nervous, she talked to herself. At school, she worked hard to hide the habit, but now the words tumbled out. “What does he want from me?”

      “I’ll explain everything in time.” He nudged her shoulder like they were old friends, like Myles would have done.

      She scooted away so he couldn’t do it again. “I’m not going anywhere with you. Where’s the police officer? I want him.” Policemen were supposed to keep people safe, right?

      Griff’s congeniality dropped away and he stood. “That was no human.” His eyes narrowed. “Lochlan is not to be trusted, do you understand?”

      “And you are? I don’t know you. I don’t know where I am or how any of this is possible if I’m not just imagining it.”

      “You don’t have a choice, Brea.”

      “How do you know my name?” Back in the wintery forest, he’d said her name when he pulled her away from Lochlan.

      “You’ll learn in time.”

      Anger burned through her. In time? She deserved answers right away if he wanted her to trust him. Unable to control herself, she lunged from the log, springing toward him and taking him by surprise as she tackled him to the ground.

      “I want to go home,” she yelled. A home she no longer had if her parents truly had signed over their parental rights. A home that no longer included Myles.

      Griff struggled beneath her before finally flipping her off and rolling them over so he pinned her to the ground. “Calm. Down.”

      “No.” She jerked her knees up, connecting with his crotch. His face twisted in pain, but he didn’t release her.

      “Brea, stop.”

      Light exploded from her just as it had before. The pressure on top of her vanished as Griff flew across the clearing.

      Unlike her mother with the Christmas tree or Myles outside the school, Griff didn’t collapse to the ground. Instead, he landed in a crouch before straightening.

      “Well.” He grimaced. “That’s something we will have to get a handle on. Get up, Brea.”

      She refused. Her chest heaved as she stared up at him with wide eyes. “What’s happening to me? What did I do?” She buried her face in her hands.

      She truly was a freak.

      Griff sighed. “Cut it out with the self-pity. I want to make it home before dark.”

      She lifted her face to him. “I’m not going to your home.” She had to find a way back to hers.

      Griff shrugged. “Suit yourself. Just be careful of the wolves.” He turned and started walking away.

      “Wolves?” She scrambled after him.

      “These woods are dangerous at night. I wouldn’t want to be caught in them after dark.”

      “At least tell me where we are?” she pleaded.

      He didn’t stop walking. “The world of the fae welcomes you, Brea Robinson.”

      Fae? She truly had lost it.
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      “Why am I doing this?” Brea mumbled as she followed Griff. He even had a name that sounded like one of those characters Myles used to pretend to be when they were kids.

      Why hadn’t she read more fantasy books? Or paid attention to her best friend’s every word about the worlds he disappeared into every night? No, instead, she nagged him about all the reading he did and waited for the movies and TV shows to come out.

      During the summer, they’d hang out in one of the fields with Captain America, alternating between riding the horse and sitting against the base of a giant oak tree at the edge of the property. Myles always had a book propped up in his lap while Brea busied herself picking at the blades of grass and imagining shapes in the clouds overhead.

      But that was before.

      Before some kind of power she couldn’t explain lived inside her.

      Before she told anyone about the pointed ears and flashing eyes she saw amid crowds of people.

      Before she killed Myles.

      “You’re going too fast.” She struggled to keep up with Griff. They’d been walking for way too long, and her feet ached. “How much longer?”

      “Oh, so you’re talking to me now?” Griff flashed her a grin. “Your protest didn’t last long.”

      “I just want to know how far we have to go.” She tried to see the house in the distance, but as they’d descended into a valley, it disappeared from view.

      “We’ve only been walking for half an hour.”

      “No way, it’s been longer than that.” Her foot hit a small hole in the ground, and she pitched forward.

      Griff caught her before she fell. “Graceful.” He laughed. “Just what I’d expect from someone raised in the human world.”

      Brea righted herself and pushed away from him. “What does that even mean? There’s only one world.”

      Griff shrugged. “Maybe for those with small minds. Do you have a small mind?”

      “No.” She clenched her jaw. She may not have excelled at school or basically anything else, but she wasn’t an idiot.

      “All right, Brea Robinson, let’s clear something up.” His eyes locked with hers. “I will not lie to you. That is my promise. So, when I tell you something, I need you to believe it.”

      His voice held such sincerity she wanted to trust him, but she’d only trusted one person in her life, and he was dead.

      She shifted her eyes to her ripped jeans, focusing on the patch her mom had sewn in the knee instead of buying her a new pair. Things like that reminded her who she was--a farm girl from Ohio with a history of mental instability.

      Also, a girl with nothing to go back to.

      “I want to believe you,” she whispered. She wanted to believe there was more out there than the life she’d been living. “I just…”

      His fingertips brushed her chin and tilted her face up. “Look at me, Brea Robinson. You have questions, and I will answer them in time. For now, I need you to know you’re not imagining this.” His touch flittered along her cheek, and she swallowed, mesmerized by his swirling eyes.

      “This is real.” The words released on a breath, as if breaking free of some deeper part of her.

      She lived her life in lies, but as she breathed in the fresh air of a new life, a new… world?… she hoped this was anything but.

      A smile tilted his lips, different from the wide grin before when he’d laughed at her. This time, there was kindness in his expression, an openness she couldn’t help but be drawn to.

      He reminded her so much of Myles.

      “So,” she swallowed as she tested the next words in her mind. “Two… worlds?”

      He withdrew his hand and nodded. “You’re now in the fae world. It parallels the human world you knew.”

      “But… how did we get here?”

      “A portal.” He winked. “Magic.”

      Her mind stuttered on that word, and Griff turned to keep walking.

      She ran after him. “Magic?”

      Glee shone on his face. “You have no idea.”
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      “What is magic?”

      “Why does this place look like a freaking fairytale?”

      “Why is it warm here when it was so cold at home?”

      “And why would you bother bringing me here? I’m nobody.”

      Griff grunted and turned to face her as they crossed the fields leading up to the small stone cottage that looked like it belonged in a storybook.

      “I think I liked you better when you wouldn’t talk to me.” He pursed his lips.

      She’d been peppering him with questions as they walked. It was the only thing preventing her from focusing on seeing Myles hit the ground. “Is it still the same day I was arrested?”

      “No. You were arrested yesterday. You spent a day and a night in your cell before Lochlan tried to intercept my plans to get you out.”

      “Are you going to answer any of my other questions?” Now that she’d let herself consider he was telling the truth, she needed to know more, to know she wasn’t crazy. Maybe she never had been.

      He turned and gazed up at the cottage. “Have you ever wondered why they’re called fairytales?”

      Her eyes widened. “You’re a fairy?”

      “Never call me that,” he growled. “I told you this was the fae world. What did you think I was?”

      She shrugged. “An elf.”

      “An elf?” He ran a hand through his hair in agitation.

      Brea barely knew this man, but she’d seen him as jovial and calm. Riling him up was fun. She crossed the stone wall encircling a small paddock in front of a barn. Hopping up, she let her legs dangle over the side. “Do you have any dwarf friends?”

      “What? Dwarves don’t exist.”

      “Sure they do. If elves are real, why can’t Gimli be hanging around here somewhere?”

      “I don’t know who Gimli is.” His eyes narrowed. “I told you this is the fae world. Why would you think I’m an elf?”

      She shrugged. “No wings.”

      “Wings?”

      “In the movies fae have wings. Like tinker bell.”

      He stared at her, his jaw dropping open. “Tinkerbell,” he said the name slowly.

      She nodded. “She’s a fairy.”

      “I know who Tinkerbell is!”

      “Wait, really? Is there a TV in that house?” A Netflix night was just what she needed to ignore the hole inside her, the guilt and doubt she’d felt since she woke up that morning.

      Pushing away from the wall, she barged into the house, ignoring the thud of the wood as she let the door swing back in Griff’s face.

      A small room greeted her, with stone walls and a matching floor covered in sky-blue rugs. Wooden chairs faced a giant fireplace where flames lit up the room and an iron pot hung over the fire.

      A door opened to her right and an older man shuffled out, stopping when he saw her.

      Griff entered behind her with a chastisement she didn’t hear as she stared at the new man with his pointed ears and intensely blue eyes.

      She looked from him to Griff. “It’s not just you. There are more.” She practically fell onto a bench behind the oak table, speaking to herself. “I’m not crazy. I’m not crazy. I’m not crazy.” For the first time, she started believing her mantra.

      Everything she’d seen as a kid… A realization struck her. “There are more of you in the human realm.” They were the reason she’d been at the institute.

      The older man raised one eyebrow before moving to the fire to stir whatever he had cooking in the pot. Her mouth watered as she realized she hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast.

      She pointed to the pot. “Is that for me?”

      “Brea, this is Leith, a loyal servant.” Griff lowered himself into a chair with an exhausted sigh.

      Leith offered her a kind smile before spooning the stew into a ceramic bowl and setting it in front of her. “Welcome to Fargelsi, Miss Robinson.”

      “Far-what-see?” And how did everyone seem to know her name?

      “Fargelsi is the forest realm.” Griff leaned his head back. “We just call it Gelsi.” He took a bowl from Leith. “Thank you.”

      Brea poked at the stew with her spoon, not knowing what the chunks were. She’d never been picky, eating whatever cheap food her parents put in front of her. With a shrug, she dug in, shoveling stew into her mouth like she hadn’t eaten in weeks.

      It was the best thing she’d ever tasted, but that was probably the hunger speaking.

      Leith sat beside Griff and the two men spoke in low tones. The older man obviously deferred to Griff, but she wanted—needed—to know why.

      Her mind drifted back to the police officer, the one who’d flashed her an unnatural look just like Griff’s before hiding his eyes. His hat had covered his ears, but somehow, she knew—he too was fae.

      “That man…” she started, unsure of how to continue. “The one who…”

      “Lochlan?” Griff’s gaze darkened as he shared an indecipherable look with Leith.

      She nodded. “You… I can’t figure out if you saved me from him or abducted me.”

      “The answer to that won’t change anything. You’re here.”

      “And I’m guessing you won’t let me leave?”

      He smiled in apology. “It’s too dangerous. And yes, one of those dangers is Lochlan. You will learn soon enough, Brea, this realm holds many perils, including the three rulers vying for power. Lochlan’s master is the Queen of the fire realm—Eldur.”

      She pushed her bowl away, suddenly not hungry anymore as the reality of her situation struck her. “What do you want with me?”

      Griff stood and crossed to the table to sit on the opposite bench from her. He reached out and brushed the back of her hand, sending a calming wave of energy straight through her. “It’s okay, Brea. I won’t let anything happen to you, that’s why my queen sent me to find you.”

      Her eyes drooped as she suddenly grew sleepy, but he hadn’t answered all of her questions yet. Shaking off the weariness, she sat up straighter. “I’m nobody, nothing. Why am I here with two fae trying to pull me into their world? And what could a queen possibly want with me?”

      “That’s where you’re wrong, Brea Robinson.” He said her name like a blessing, and she couldn’t help but lean in, wanting to hear more, needing his words to calm her racing heart. “You’re everything.”
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      Brea woke the next morning with no recollection of how she got into the small barren room to begin with. The last thing she remembered was eating some kind of stew and listening to Griff’s mesmerizing voice.

      You’re everything.

      When he said it, she believed him. There was something about the beautiful fae that tugged on her limited trust, making her want to know him, to know his world.

      A crack of thunder ripped through the air, and her head jerked up off the feather pillow. Rain hammered on the glass panes of the window overlooking the barn. A sliver of sunlight breaking through the clouds cut across the dark wool carpet spanning the room.

      “Fairytale, my butt,” she grumbled. If this was a fairytale world, the bed would have been as soft as clouds and she’d have been awakened by singing birds instead of a roaring storm.

      Lightning flashed across the room, illuminating the tiny wooden bed, small table in the corner, and single chair.

      That was it. No decorations or other comforts.

      As she sat up, wild ebony hair fell across her shoulders and into her face. She searched the bed for the rubber hair tie she’d used to hold it back the day before, but it wasn’t there.

      That was when she noticed it.

      The sleeping gown.

      Her hands grabbed frantically at the silk garment covering her small frame. Where were her clothes? “He undressed me.” Her cheeks flamed as she imagined Griff’s smooth hands sliding the faded jeans down her legs and his intense green eyes taking her in.

      She jumped from the bed and searched the room for her clothes, finding none.

      The white gown only reached mid-thigh and a chill raced through her.

      She was going to kill him. Was murder acceptable in this new world? Maybe if she got arrested again, a human would come save her and take her home.

      A strangled laugh escaped her lips at the thought. Griff abducted her after she killed Myles. The guilt she’d tried so hard to ignore, clawed at her, ripping through the shreds of sanity she had left.

      She had to get out of here.

      Sprinting the short distance across the room, she yanked on the cold metal door handle.

      It didn’t budge.

      She pulled again.

      Locked.

      Slamming her foot into the door, she tried to control the anger rising up in her. “Griff, you let me out of here right now.” He’d taken her from her home, turned her entire world upside down, and now locked her away.

      Just when she’d started thinking he might be the good guy…

      “Griff!” she screamed.

      The door handle rattled seconds before Leith opened it. “Good morning, Brea.” He smiled kindly. “I thought you might like some breakfast.”

      “Where’s Griff?” She crossed her arms.

      “He had some business at the palace, but he’ll return soon.”

      “The palace?” She swallowed.

      He nodded. “Griffin is a loyal companion of Queen Regan of Gelsi. I’m sure you’ll meet her in time.”

      A queen? Brea wasn’t the kind of girl to meet anyone important. But she didn’t say that. Her stomach growled and she pointed to the plate Leith held. “Is that mine?”

      He nodded and entered the room to set it on the table. She was ready to attack the stack of perfect, fluffy pancakes covered in some kind of green berry she didn’t recognize.

      “Try the Gelsi berries.” He winked. “You won’t regret it.”

      He left before she had a chance to say anything else. Giving in, she slumped into the chair and took a tiny bite of a berry. A mixture of sweet and sour juices exploded in her mouth. “Oh, goodness,” she groaned, taking another bite.

      Before she knew it, the plate sat empty and she wished there was more.

      As the storm continued to rage outside, weariness clouded her mind. If Griff was gone, she might as well crawl back into bed and pretend for just a few more hours everything was as it should be.
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      “Myles!” Brea screamed, shooting up in bed, her chest heaving.

      He was a prominent figure in every dream she’d had since arriving in the fae world. She didn’t know how long ago that was or why she just wanted to stay in bed. Dr. Cochran probably would have told her she was depressed, but she just felt so tired.

      Every time she woke, she found a plate from Leith, but she hadn’t seen him since he brought the first meal. None of the meals since had anything like pancakes. Instead, he seemed to think she could live on nuts and fruit. No matter how good the fruit was, it was never enough.

      More than anything, she wanted a hamburger.

      But something told her she couldn’t just ask Leith to head over to Wendy’s.

      “Ughhh,” she sighed. “I want a Frosty.” Instead, she ate what he offered.

      Each time she tried to open the door, it was locked, but the anger she’d been known for didn’t come. In fact, few emotions did. It was almost like her world of vibrant colors had turned into shades of gray.

      She’d even tried summoning whatever that light blast thing was so she could get out of this room and away from the people imprisoning her, but to no avail.

      Each day Griff didn’t return was another she hoped he never did.

      He told her to trust him, that he’d never lie to her.

      But this room was a prison just like her room at the Clarkson Institute and the actual prison cell she’d occupied before Lochlan showed up.

      She sniffed the sleeping gown she’d been wearing since that first night and wrinkled her nose. Her hair was matted across the back of her head.

      And still, the storm outside raged on, never ending, never quieting.

      Lying on her bed, she rested her head on the pillow and tried to summon some kind of sadness or fear or guilt. Just… something.

      It didn’t come.

      “I want to go home,” she whispered to herself. She wanted to return to a mom who gave up on her, a dad who didn’t understand her, and classmates who ridiculed her.

      Yet, that desire for normalcy was an abstract feeling, not one she could grasp or hold on to. It was always just out of reach.

      “I hate you, Griff whatever-your-last-name-is.”

      Even those words had no power behind them.

      Wherever she went in life, she was a prisoner, held down by her circumstances. The world she’d known didn’t exist for her anymore, yet neither did this one. It couldn’t.

      So, why had nothing ever felt more real?

      In this world that was nothing more than a fairytale, why did her prison hurt more than it had before?
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      Her appetite gone after so many days in the same room, Brea knocked the plate from Leith’s hands the moment he appeared.

      “I can’t eat any more of that stupid fruit.” For the first time in days, her anger returned in small waves.

      Calmly, Leith bent to clean up the mess, and Brea saw her chance. She darted past him into the main room, searching for a way out. Lunging for the front door, Brea stumbled into a world recovering from the storms.

      A spotted horse lifted its head to regard her, and she met familiar brown eyes. No, not familiar because she knew the animal, but only because horses were one of the few creatures she understood, and riding was one of the few activities she’d ever been good at.

      Considering her options, she looked from the horse to the path leading away from the cottage. Making a quick decision, she climbed over the low stone wall and approached the horse.

      “I’m a friend,” she whispered. “Please help me get out of here.”

      The horse stamped its foot and neighed.

      “Stop!” Leith yelled.

      As if that word held power, Brea’s limbs immobilized, stuck in a current that threatened to drag her under.

      She tried to free herself, to get away, but the servant approached with sad eyes. “I’m sorry, Brea, but I have orders. I can’t let you leave.”

      “You can’t keep me locked away forever!” she screamed. “What does Griff want from me?”

      His expression told her he wanted to answer, or maybe even that he wanted to let her go. Instead, he drew a circle in the air with his hand, and Brea’s entire body turned, moving closer to the house.

      “I cannot disobey orders.” He lowered his gaze. “Not even for you.”

      What did that mean? She tried to ask, but her lips wouldn’t move as the invisible force pulled her back into the room she thought she’d escaped. Leith stood looking at her as the door shut, but he didn’t say another word.

      The power released Brea, and she slumped against the door. Banging a fist weakly against the wood, she called out. “Please. Let me go.” Her knees gave out and she sank to the hard floor. “Please.”

      A rattle sounded, but the door didn’t open. Instead, a slot appeared at its base and a new plate of fruit slid through the opening. Brea lowered herself to her side and picked at the fruit, knowing it wouldn’t fill the emptiness inside her.

      During her long nights locked up at the Clarkson Institute, she’d known there was someone waiting for her to get out, someone who cared.

      Now, she was totally and utterly alone.

      The only person left to save her was herself.

      If this was a fairytale, Brea Robinson had to be both the damsel and the knight, because there was no one left to come for her.
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      It was the fruit.

      It had to be. That was the only thing that made sense. Over the last several days since her escape attempt, the only thing Brea looked forward to were the Gelsi berries Leith brought her at every meal. The tart fruit was good, but it wasn't that good. She shouldn't crave it like she did. She was never particularly hungry after those first few days, but Brea needed those berries. Her body trembled whenever Leith was late.

      Brea had grown to like the numb feeling she'd experienced since her latest incarceration. The distant, detached feeling that made her so sleepy she didn't have the energy to contemplate her situation. Crazy. Not crazy. It didn't matter.

      Brea rolled onto her side, thinking about getting up. Leith would be here soon with her breakfast. It was the highlight of her morning. After, she'd go back to sleep until lunch. Unless she didn't eat the Gelsi berries today. She'd told herself yesterday she wouldn't eat them. Or was that the day before?

      "That's different." She sat up, blinking to make sure she wasn't seeing things. Not like that would be unusual for Brea Robinson, but the door appeared to be open. "Leith?" she whispered, stumbling across the room to the doorway and peeking into the hall. No one was in the hall outside her door.

      Still wearing her soiled sleeping gown, Brea crept into the front room and bolted for the door when she found no one waiting to haul her back to her cell. She didn't waste a moment this time. Brea ran across the yard, not even bothering with the horse. She wasn't going to screw this up again.

      The too-green grass was like a plush carpet beneath her feet. Brea, weak from her days of sleeping too much, stumbled into the cover of the forest, gasping for breath. Casting a look back at the cottage, she saw that still no one followed her. It was odd, but she wasn't sticking around long enough to find out why.

      Brea’s feet skimmed over moss-covered stones and massive tree roots along the pathway through the woods. She'd never seen such a forest, bursting with energy like a living, breathing thing, watching over her.

      "Now, you're really losing it, Brea."

      Sunlight dappled the ground through the tall, sweeping branches above. Species of trees she couldn't remember ever seeing before flourished in this fairytale forest. Exotic blooms in a riot of colors sprouted from every available surface. There was so much to see, Brea didn’t know where to look first. It was breathtaking. Still, she watched over her shoulder. As beautiful as it was, the forest gave her a creepy vibe. Like if she looked under the surface, she’d find something dark and twisted waiting to strike. It was eerily quiet. It took her a while to figure it out. There were no birds singing in the trees. The only sound in the forest was the wind whistling through the branches.

      After all she’d experienced in the last few days, Brea no longer trusted anything she saw. She no longer trusted anyone, least of all herself. She had no idea where she was going. She only knew she needed to get away from her jailor and his freaky fruit long enough to clear her head and make a plan.

      With that thought in mind, she kept going, following the pathway through the forest. She had no doubt Leith and Griff could track her and drag her back, but she had to try.

      Finally stumbling from the forest, Brea found herself in a clearing beside a beautiful lake. Beautiful was such an arbitrary word to describe what she saw. If the forest was breathtaking, then the lake was out of this world. A laugh bubbled up inside her at that thought. She clapped a hand over her mouth to keep her laughter in check. Clearly, she wasn’t in Kansas anymore.

      Azure water rippled in the cool breeze. As Brea peered into the lake, she realized it was deceptively deep. She could see the rocky bottom like it was only a few feet away, but her eyes played tricks on her. Brea wondered how strong the current was as she watched leaves drift and swirl a little too fast on the calm surface.

      Impossibly high mountains bordered the lake on the far side, with a cascading waterfall crashing down from the snow-capped peaks. Behind her lay the forest and the prison-cottage she’d left behind, but to the south lay rolling green hills dotted with trees and Gelsi berry bushes as far as she could see. She could walk for days in either direction and not meet another living soul.

      Brea walked along the edge of the lake, hopping from one moss covered boulder to the next, contemplating her next moves. Catching a whiff of herself in the breeze, she almost choked. She couldn’t remember the last time she showered, and the lake called to her. The water was so clear under the sparkling sunshine, she wanted nothing more than to dive right in and not come up for air until she was clean. Edging closer to the water, Brea caught her reflection in the surface.

      Gasping, she knelt, staring at herself. “I’m seeing things again,” she whispered, reaching to touch the tips of her ears. Her pointed ears. Tucking her hair behind one of them, she leaned in closer.

      All her life she’d caught glimpses of the people with pointed ears. They always had fathomless eyes too. And she’d convinced herself they weren’t real. But now she was seeing those same features in her own reflection. She knew she should be freaking out right about now, but the only thing Brea felt was a weird sort of… relief. Finally, here was physical proof she wasn’t seeing things that weren’t there. If she could see it and feel it for herself, it had to be real, right?

      Feeling suddenly giddy, Brea stood and lifted her foot. She wanted to see how cold the water was before she waded in.

      ”I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” The voice caught her by surprise, and she almost fell in right there. But Griff reached out and pulled her away from the water. “Loch Villandi is beautiful but dangerous.”

      ”Dangerous?” Brea couldn’t seem to break her gaze away from the water.

      “Beautiful things often have a sharp bite.” He lifted her chin, forcing her to meet his eyes. “The Villandi waters have claimed many lives. On the surface, she looks harmless and inviting, but underneath lies a heartless current that will sweep you into the bottomless depths never to be seen again. It is best to leave her be.”

      ”I wish you’d leave me be.” Shrugging out of his grip, she ran back to the relative safety of the forest. But she wondered how dangerous it was. If Loch Villandi was treacherous, then the forest surrounding it must be too.

      ”And where would you go if I left you to your own devices?”

      ”Home.” Brea lifted her chin.

      “And how would you get back to the human world?”

      “I… I will find someone to help me do that portal thing you did.”

      ”You’ll be looking from now until forever if that’s your plan. Only those of my clan can open a portal between realms to bring fae or humans through, and most of them are long dead.”

      “What do you want from me?” Brea stomped her foot in the grass. “I’m nobody.”

      “You have never been nobody, Brea Robinson. I thought I told you that already.”

      “Then tell me what’s so special about me that you stole me away from my home at the worst possible moment?”

      “I thought it was rather good timing seeing as how you were recently arrested and in the company of a dangerous man.” Griff scratched the stubble on his chin. She’d thought elves were supposed to be all smooth-skinned and hairless, but he had a handsome ruggedness about him.

      “I’m tired of your games, Elf. Either take me home or leave me be.”

      “I told you, I am fae. I am not an elf, a fairy, or a nymph, or any other such creature the humans dreamed up.”

      “Fine, Fae-man-person. Whatever you are. Take me home.”

      “I can’t do that. But I can take you back to the cottage, offer you a hot meal and a warm bath. Fresh clothes and answers to your questions. And you may call me Griff.”

      “What about your cage? There is no way I’m going back in there, and you can keep your freaky tranquilizer fruit for yourself. I’m done with that stuff.”

      ”I am sorry about that, Brea, truly. I did not mean to treat you like a prisoner. My queen summoned me, and I must go to her when she has need of me. There was no time to explain everything you need to know. I only wanted to make you comfortable and safe while I was gone.”

      ”Here’s a little note for the comment card. The next time you have a guest at your little fairytale B&B, don’t lock them up.”

      “I don’t know what most of that means, but if you will remember, I told you I will never lie to you. Come with me, and I will explain everything.”

      ”Fine.” Brea crossed her arms over her chest. “You can start by explaining how I suddenly have pointy ears.”

      “You’ve always had them.” He set off for the forest path, gesturing for her to follow. “You were glamoured so neither you nor anyone else could see them.”

      “Glamoured?” Brea walked beside him.

      “It’s a Fae thing. Someone didn’t want you or anyone in your life to know what you are.”

      “Which is what? You’re saying I’m Fae?”

      “You are a human-Fae hybrid. That, among many other things, is what makes you special.” He paused. “Yet you don’t seem at all upset by this revelation.”

      “It explains a lot.” Brea couldn’t seem to stop touching her new ears. “So you’re saying my mother had an affair with a Fae person? That makes zero sense. If you knew my mother, you’d agree. She’s not the adventurous sort.”

      “I don’t know how it happened, but your birth father was Fae.”

      “Was? So he’s dead?”

      “Unfortunately.”

      “That still doesn’t explain why your queen seems to have an interest in me.” Brea’s stomach growled. She hadn’t had anything to eat all day.

      “Here, have a silver fig, I picked them fresh this morning.” He pulled a handful of figs from his bag.

      Brea’s eyes widened in alarm when he tossed her the fruit.

      “No strange side effects, I promise. I’ll have one myself.” He proceeded to peel back the silvery skin of the fig and made a show of eating it to prove it wasn’t freaky like the berries.

      “Fine.” Brea was too hungry to argue with him. “But you still haven’t answered my question.” She peeled the shimmery skin from the fruit and tried not to moan at the taste of the fig. She swore she could taste the sun in that first bite.

      “That’s a complicated question with a long answer.” Griff scratched his head.

      “I’ve got nothing but time it seems. Start talking.”

      Griffin walked ahead of her, staring up into the clear blue sky for a moment before turning back to her. “The Fae realm is ancient. Ages older than the human world. Within it, there are three distinct realms. We are in Fargelsi now. Gelsi is an exotic realm of lush forests and wild lands. It’s warm and sunny almost all year here. To the north lies the Iskalt kingdom. It is very cold there with massive mountain ranges and frozen lakes. It’s a rather bleak and cruel land, but beautiful in its own way.

      “The third realm to the east is Eldur, by far the largest. It’s the fire realm. Desert wastelands in the north and hot springs and marshes to the south. Between each of these realms are the Vatlands. Neutral territories you never want to visit.

      “Across Loch Villandi and beyond the deserts of Eldur, lie the Eastern Vatlands, also called the fire plains. The Northern Vatlands separate Iskalt and Fargelsi. Vast rocky mountain ranges where you could get lost for the rest of your life. The Southern Vatlands are the marshlands and putrid swamps filled with frightening creatures.”

      “Great geography lesson, but that still doesn’t answer my question. Why does a Fae queen have any interest in me?”

      “As you can probably imagine, the three realms have not always gotten along.” Griff kept walking and talking, seemingly bent on not answering her question. But at least she was learning something. The most important being that she had never been crazy at all.

      “The Eldur queens have always believed they should rule over all the realms and that Gelsi and Iskalt should serve them. Naturally, the Gelsi queen and the Iskalt king don’t feel the same.”

      “So you’re at war or something?”

      “Not at the moment. But there have been wars over this issue throughout the ages. The Eldur queen wants all the power for herself, but we are determined to maintain our independence.”

      “What does any of this have to do with me?”

      “I’m getting there.” Griff shot her an impatient look.  “We are a people steeped in ancient magic. Here in Gelsi, its people draw their power from the forests and nature. In Eldur, the sun fuels their power, but only during the day. Iskalt is a dark and icy realm, and it’s people draw their power from the moon, but only at night.”

      “What does—?”

      “Patience, Brea. I’m trying to explain magic to someone who just learned magic exists.”

      She inclined her head. “Fair enough. Go on.”

      “Each realm has their own strengths and weaknesses. But one thing we all have in common is the gift of prophecy. Our histories are littered with prophecies.”

      “So all Fae can see the future?”

      “No, not all. Only a select few true seers are born into each realm every generation, and they are greatly revered.”

      Brea didn’t like where this was going at all. If Griff was about to tell her there was some kind of prophecy about her, she was getting the hell out of this place.

      “All of the seers of the last three generations have spoken about a young girl, born of a human mother and a Fae father. Left to live in the human world, never knowing what she was until she came of age and was unable to control her power any longer. This Fae-human hybrid has the power to save Fargelsi from the encroaching fires of Eldur. She has the power to thwart the Eldur queens and bring peace to our world forever.”

      “And you think that’s me?” Brea wanted to laugh but she also felt the hot burn of tears in her eyes and her throat constricted in panic. This was insane, and she had a lot of experience with insanity.

      “You fit every single criteria of the prophecy, Brea. That the Queen of Eldur sent Lochlan after you only proves it. She will stop at nothing to get her hands on you. I almost missed it, Brea.” He stopped walking at the edge of the forest. The cottage was in view now, but Brea just shook her head in disbelief. “I almost let him take you, and I will never forgive myself for it. You are far too important to fall into the hands of Eldur.”

      “I’m nobody, Griff.” Her voice came out small and shaky. “I’m not important.”

      “You belong to Fargelsi. This is your home, Brea. Your father was our queen’s oldest brother. She is your aunt, and she’s gone to great lengths to find you and bring you home safely.”

      “My aunt is a queen? A magical fae queen?” Brea couldn’t wrap her head around such madness. “But I don’t have powers.” She couldn’t be this prophecy girl who was supposed to be some kind of savior.

      “I beg to differ. You aren’t of age yet, so your true power has not fully manifested, but it’s strong already. Have you ever felt like your emotions spiral out of control without warning? Like you feel things so much stronger than others? Like if you make one wrong move, you might drown in a sea of those emotions?”

      “Yes,” she whispered. “It’s like that all the time. Like if I let myself really feel things, there’s this energy brewing just under the surface. It scares me.”

      “That’s what happened with your friend, Myles. Unfortunately, he got in the way at a pivotal moment when you weren’t in control. That is why you have to come with me, Brea. We have to teach you how to master your emotions so you never lose control like that again. And we have to do it before you come of age on your next birthday. If we wait any longer, it will be too late.”

      “Myles died because I lost control of something I didn’t even know I had? How could she do this to me?” Brea wanted to rage at her mother. “She knew I wasn’t fully human but she just let me think I was crazy!”

      “Take a deep breath, Brea. You can’t get upset now. It’s likely your mother never knew the man that fathered her child was Fae.”

      “I’m so mad I could just…” She wanted to tear the world apart with her bare hands. Even now she could feel the energy buzzing just below her skin. She couldn’t let her emotions get the better of her.

      “We can talk more later. Right now, let’s get you inside and comfortable. You can have a hot bath, and Leith will have a big meal waiting for you when you’re done. And if you want, you can have some more Gelsi berries. I really wasn’t trying to drug you. The berries will help keep your power dormant so you don’t hurt anyone.”

      Brea nodded. “Perhaps that is best.” The last thing she wanted was to hurt anyone like she had Myles. She was beginning to realize how lucky she was that Griff had found her when he had. She shuddered to think what might have happened if Lochlan had taken her to the Eldur Queen.
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      Griffin O’Shea was unlike anyone Brea had ever met. In a way, he reminded her of Myles with his sneaky grin and twinkling eyes. There was a certain joy in his demeanor. He was also different from her best friend though. Myles never took anything seriously. It was one of the things Brea loved about him, even when it frustrated her.

      Griff… After only a few days with him, Brea came to realize he internalized everything, never trivializing. There was a depth to every word he spoke, a meaning behind every action.

      Including imprisoning her. He’d said it was for her own good, and she was starting to think he truly had wanted to keep her safe.

      She sat atop the stone wall watching Griff work with one of his horses. If she discounted the leather knee pants and loose linen shirt he wore, she could almost imagine they were back home on Myles’ farm.

      The Robinsons hadn’t kept horses since she was a kid. Her parents sold Bellamare, her horse, claiming poverty. It probably wasn’t a lie, but some part of her had always thought they did it to get back at her for not being the daughter they wanted.

      Had her dad known she wasn’t his daughter? In the two days since her conversation by the lake with Griff, she’d gone over every memory she had of him. They’d never been close, and she blamed herself for that. He’d never known how to deal with her problems—like seeing things that weren’t there. What would he say if he found out she hadn’t been imagining things after all?

      She laughed at the thought. He’d never believe her. Just like he hadn’t believed her when she said she hadn’t meant to hurt her mom on Christmas.

      Was there more to it?

      She lifted her face to the sun that had been a constant companion during the day ever since the storm. Heat brushed down her bare arms, and she wiped her hands on the blue sheathe-dress Griff had found for her. He’d laughed when she insisted on wearing pants under it, but he’d fetched her a pair before watching her tie the dress at her waist.

      There were a lot of things about this place that didn’t make sense. How did he have clothes in her size? Where did he obtain the food they ate? She doubted there were grocery stores or shopping malls nearby.

      And how on earth had he gotten her into the sleeping gown she’d first woken up in? She hadn’t thought about that until it was time to change into something else.

      “You look like you’re thinking too hard.” Griff led his stallion toward her perch.

      “Griff, how did I end up in a sleeping gown?”

      He lifted one brow. “I did not change you if that’s what you’re asking.” He winked. “Magic.”

      That word sent a shiver down her spine.

      He smoothed the creases on her brow with a finger. “Stop second guessing everything.”

      “Just trying to figure this place out.”

      “Well, when you do, fill me in.” He grinned. “I’d like to figure it out myself.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Haven’t you lived here your entire life? You’re connected to the queen, of all people. I think you’re fine.”

      He tied the horse’s lead to the gate and hopped up beside her, swinging his leg over the stone wall to straddle it and face her. “Don’t let us scare you.”

      “What?”

      “I threw a lot of information at you about wars and all that jazz.”

      “Don’t say all that jazz.”

      “Why not?”

      “You’re some fantasy creature. You should be speaking all formally or something.”

      His smile widened. “First of all, I’m not a creature. Just think of me as someone from another country.”

      “Fat chance of that.”

      “Second, I’ve picked up a few phrases from the human realm. That one is my favorite.” He cocked his head. “You wouldn’t happen to know what it means, would you?”

      A laugh broke past her lips. “It’s just… never mind. Too much for your fairy mind.”

      “Nothing is too much for my mind.” He jumped from the wall, landing in mud. “Come on. If we have to sit around while waiting for the queen to summon us, then we can at least have some fun.”

      “Fun?”

      “Yes. I’m going to teach you how to ride a horse. Once the queen calls us, you’ll need to be comfortable on a horse.”

      Her lips twitched. Yes, this would be fun. She may not have had her own horse since she was little, but she’d spent more time at Myles’ farm than her own, and he’d had plenty.

      Her heart squeezed at the thought, but she ignored the feeling as she’d been doing since he died. Myles and high school felt like a different life now. One that belonged to someone else. If this was her new reality, she had to embrace it. She couldn’t help but think that was what Myles would want her to do.

      Hopping from the wall, she avoided the mud and approached the nearest horse. “What’s his name?” The horse bucked up with a neigh, kicking his feet toward her.

      “Mack.” Griff pulled her back. “Careful, he can be a bit difficult.”

      Brea bit back a smile and nodded seriously. “I’m going to need help handling such a wild horse.”

      “Oh no, you won’t be riding him. I’ve got the perfect mare for you.” He clucked his tongue and called, “Maisie.” A beautiful gray mare approached from the barn. She was on the smallish side with a white streak stretching from mane to nose. “Maisie is an easy girl. She’ll take care of you.”

      Okay, she’d play his game to see how far she could take it. It was her first day not eating any of the Gelsi berries, and the energy within her burned for release. She had to do something.

      Griff saddled both horses quickly and led them to the gate that stood open to the rolling hills beyond. “I don’t want to go into the forest with a new rider, so we’ll head toward the hills.”

      Brea looked to her hands. “I’m going to need your big strong muscles to help me get up into the saddle.”

      “Hey.” Griff bumped her shoulder. “Don’t be embarrassed about needing help. Humans are hopeless when it comes to this kind of thing. You have your steel motor things.”

      “You mean cars?” She laughed.

      He helped her into the saddle, and she grabbed the reins, waiting for him to climb up onto Mack.

      “Maisie will follow Mack,” he said. “Just work on keeping your balance. Use your thighs. We’ll take it slow.”

      “I just hope I don’t fall off.” She looked away as a smile came unbidden to her lips.

      Griff reached toward her, patting her hand. “You won’t. I promise you’ll be okay.”

      His sincerity made her almost feel bad for taking the lie so far. Almost. For the first time since watching Myles hit the ground, she was enjoying herself, and she didn’t want it to end.

      Griff nudged Mack forward, and they took off slowly down into the lush valley of swaying grasses and wheat fields. If she closed her eyes, she could imagine she rode beside her best friend, enjoying summer in their small Ohio town.

      She focused on the familiar feel of the horse beneath her, the fresh scent of the spring day. Only, it wasn’t spring, at least, she didn’t think so. Did Gelsi ever get cold, or was it just an idyllic land full of singing birds and blooming flowers?

      She wondered if she could ever be content staying here. There certainly wasn’t anything for her in Ohio, no family she missed, no friends to call her home.

      Running a hand down Maisie’s neck, she spoke to the horse. “You’re lucky this is your home, girl.”

      She hadn’t meant for Griff to hear her. “It can be yours too.”

      Her head snapped up, but she didn’t respond.

      Griff went on. “You’re the queen’s niece. Gelsi is just as much your home as it is mine. You’ve already accepted this is real.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “When I look into your eyes, the doubt that used to cloud your every thought is gone. If you let yourself admit it, everything I’ve told you makes sense. Queen Regan is going to welcome you into her court, and if you choose, we can be your people.”

      Her people? Other than Myles, she’d never had people before. Unless you included the countless psychiatrists and institute employees.

      Griff’s gaze held so much hope. Why did he want her there? The question never passed her lips because as she lifted her eyes to the most beautiful landscape she’d ever seen, she realized she didn’t want there to be any ulterior motives.

      So, she decided to trust. In Griff. In this unknown queen. In life’s karma, because she’d been through so much crap, she’d earned a little good—even if that came in the form of elves taking her away from her home. If karma did truly exist, Legolas was here somewhere ready to confess his undying love. She just hoped he truly did look like Orlando Bloom.

      She laughed to herself.

      “What’s so funny?” Griff asked.

      “You wouldn’t happen to be spiriting me away to Mordor, would you?”

      His brow scrunched in confusion. “No. We’re just riding horses.”

      She swallowed another laugh. “Okay, good.”
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      Brea didn’t know when Griff packed food into his saddlebags or how she didn’t see him do it, but he kept producing wrapped parcels like the bags were one of those clown cars where the creepy clowns just kept appearing.

      “You spell those saddlebags or something?” She sat underneath the single tree atop the hill where Griff had brought her. Flowers spread across the valley on the other side, an explosion of yellows and reds.

      Griff gave her a what-are-you-talking-about look. “We don’t do spells. That’s not how our magic works.”

      “Calm down. It was a joke.”

      He set a blanket down and placed a loaf of bread at the center, along with several hunks of cheese and dried meat, and a wrapped bunch of figs before plunking himself down. Brea reached forward for some cheese but jerked her hand back when grasses grew up over her lap.

      Jumping to her feet, she backed away. “What the heck?”

      Griff shrugged, a small smile playing on his lips.

      Flowers popped up from where there had been none before, and the faint breeze turned into a wind tunnel aimed directly at Brea. She started running, but it followed her, blowing her hair across her face.

      Only moments ago, she’d marveled at how amazing this place was. Now, she didn’t like it one bit.

      “Griff!” she yelled. “I know you’re doing this. Stop!”

      “Stop it yourself!” he called back.

      How dare he? Dark anger fizzled down her arms, pooling in her hands. This wasn’t funny. Power seeped out of her fingertips.

      “Release it, Brea.”

      “I don’t know how!”

      Light shone underneath her fingernails as she flicked them toward the wind tunnel, wanting, needing it to work.

      Nothing did.

      So, she did the only thing she could think of, the one thing she was good at.

      She ran.

      Mack stood closest, and she launched herself into his saddle the way Myles taught her to without any help. Digging her heels into his sides, she urged Mack into a run and took off down into the flowering valley, thundering across the beautiful landscape, leaving trampled flowers in her wake.

      Story of her life.

      It took her a moment to realize the wind tunnel hadn’t followed her. She pulled back on the reins, and Mack reared up as he neighed. She squeezed her thighs to keep her seat as he thudded back down and turned back to the hill where Griff stood watching her.

      As she neared him, the shock on his face sent a wave of satisfaction through her. He deserved it after trying to force some kind of magic out of her, a magic she hadn’t known about until a few days ago.

      That was the one part of all this that still didn’t feel real.

      “You lied to me.” His jaw clenched.

      She shrugged and jumped down from Mack, landing gracefully. “It’s called hustling.” She bumped his shoulder as she walked past him to get to the food. “Maybe if you weren’t so bent on helping the poor weak human girl learn basic things, you’d realize I’m more than you think.” She sat down and ripped a hunk of bread off the loaf.

      He kneeled across from her. “But… that… I don’t even ride that well.”

      “That sounds like a you problem.” She laughed at his stunned expression. “I grew up on a farm, Griff, of course I know how to ride horses.”

      He still hadn’t taken his eyes from her. “What more don’t I know about you, Brea Robinson?”

      She met his gaze. “This magic—or whatever cheesy way you weirdoes describe it—I can’t do it. I can’t control it. The next time you try to make me, I’ll throw you in that deceptively beautiful lake. And I won’t cry when the mermaids eat you.”

      “What’s a mermaid?”

      “Seriously? Don’t all you fairytale people know each other?” She wasn’t sure what existed or didn’t exist anymore, but this fae world made her realize anything was possible.

      Griff smiled. “I think I like you.”

      She grunted. “Well, everyone has their flaws.”
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      Waiting sucked. Brea started losing track of the days since Griff pulled her through that portal. Not much changed in the cottage she’d considered idyllic at first. Now, it was mostly boring.

      She spent most of her time with Mack and Maisie, enjoying their stoic silence. Leith was like a ghost. Tasks got done, but they rarely saw him. Each evening, Brea sat at the table across from Griff to eat dinner. It was becoming her favorite time of day, the only time he wasn’t busy and would sit there for hours talking to her about anything and everything.

      She’d never been much of a talker with anyone other than Myles, but something about this man brought it out of her. She told him stories of the human world, though he knew the basics since he’d traveled there a few times on missions for his queen.

      Even the topic of Myles came up. He assured her what happened wasn’t her fault, but if she couldn’t blame herself, then who? It was easier not to think about it, and Griff made that easy. His charming smiles and gregarious stories filled her with a kind of laughter she’d rarely experienced in her life.

      One night, he leaned across the table, meeting her eyes. “Let’s go outside.”

      “Why?”

      One corner of his mouth curved up. “Do you have to question everything?”

      “Yes.” Despite her protests, she stood and gestured for him to follow her out into the warm night air. A full moon shone brightly overhead, surrounded by a scattering of stars.

      “I used to watch the stars a lot at home.” She sat on the ground and leaned back against the side of the cottage. “We had a barn behind the house. I’d climb into the loft and out the window to pull myself onto the roof.”

      She hadn’t even brought Myles there. It was a place that belonged to her alone. And now Griff.

      “Sounds dangerous.” There was no chastisement in his tone, only curiosity.

      “I know you think humans are so… breakable, but trust me, it was better than being inside my house.”

      “Why?”

      She didn’t want to explain the sordid details of her family or her parents’ constant berating to a man she barely knew, no matter how much she’d started to trust him. “That’s a story for a different time.” She leaned forward against her knees and drew in the dirt near her feet. “So… elves… do you all like live forever and stuff?”

      His lips quirked at the term elves, but he didn’t correct her for once. “Not forever, but we do live longer than humans.”

      “Let me guess… you’re over a hundred years old.”

      He laughed. “Thanks for that. I didn’t think I looked a day over sixty. No, I’m nineteen.”

      She looked up. “Only two years older than me. I… didn’t expect that. How come you live out here all alone then?”

      “I’m not alone. I have Leith, Mack, and Maisie.”

      She leveled him with a stare.

      He looked away, and she wondered what he was hiding.

      “You don’t have to tell me.”

      A sigh rattled through his chest. “It’s just… I didn’t have the best upbringing. Queen Regan saved me after my parents died. She raised me, but she also realized court life wasn’t for me. I need space to think, to just be me. That probably doesn’t make any sense.”

      “No.” She reached for his hand, threading her fingers through his. “It makes perfect sense.” She’d never done well around other people, preferring animals and a desolate farm to parties and class. Griff could have lived in a palace surrounded by opulent things, but he would have had to change who he was to do it.

      He squeezed her hand. “You know… when my queen found out the Eldur queen’s dog was going to the human realm to bring you here, I prayed she wouldn’t send me after him, after you. Humans hold little interest for me, but you… you’re different.” Silver light reflected off his dark eyes, giving them an ethereal glow. “I’m sorry I imprisoned you.”

      “I understand why you did it,” she whispered. This place was dangerous, and he’d known she’d try to escape. If he hadn’t locked her up, she’d probably be dead.

      He tapped the back of her hand with his thumb. “Don’t agree with me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I enjoy your biting tongue.”

      She laughed. “Fine. You’re an idiot who did an idiot thing.”

      “That was weak.”

      “If you ever try to lock me up again, I’ll rip off your man-bits and feed them to Mack.”

      “Whoa…” He crossed his legs. “Too far.”

      “Sorry.”

      “You should be.”

      She bumped his shoulder, and he turned to face her. The lines of his face looked smoother in the shadows, his stubble hidden by the dark. Griff was a character from a book, not someone who should exist in real life. And yet… there he sat in front of her. Close enough to touch. Close enough to…

      His fingers brushed her cheek, and she sucked in a breath. Myles once told her a kiss is a part of someone you hold forever. He romanticized everything, and she’d always laughed it off. But now, as she sat in front of the most perfect boy she’d ever met, she wanted something of him, something to keep forever even if this adventure had to end.

      “What’s that?” he whispered.

      Brea strained to hear whatever he heard, but there was nothing save the sound of crickets in the night. Then it became clear. Hooves pounded into the dirt path, coming through the valley.

      Griff stood and brushed off his pants.

      “Who would be traveling after dark?” Brea asked, getting to her feet. She didn’t bother brushing dirt from her pants as she strained to see the rider.

      Moonlight glinted off silver hair as he rode closer.

      “That’s a messenger of the queen.” Griff drew himself up to his full height.

      As the rider neared, Brea could make out a crest of flowers and wolves on the man’s uniform.

      He slid from his horse and approached, bowing. “My Lord, Griffin.”

      “Fraser.” Griff stretched out a hand, and the other man straightened and clasped it. “Good to see you. Come in.”

      “I’m sorry, I cannot.” He reached into the saddlebag and procured a letter with a wax seal. “From her Majesty. I am due back at court and must ride through the night.” He issued one more bow before pulling himself back onto his horse and riding away.

      “What is it?” Brea asked.

      Griff didn’t answer as he went back inside and retrieved an oil lantern from the table. He scraped his thumb under the seal and broke it before unfolding the letter.

      After a moment, he looked up, a faint smile on his face. “Finally. We have been summoned to the palace. We leave tomorrow.”

      Brea swallowed. The palace.

      The outcast girl from Grafton, Ohio was going to meet the queen.

      Crap.
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      “How far is the palace?” Brea nudged Maisie to go a little bit faster. The sweet horse had two speeds. Slow and stop. Not that Brea was in a hurry to get to where they were going. She was curious about her aunt, but she was not at all confident she could do this whole meet the queen thing.

      “We will be there by nightfall.” Griff set an easy pace across the rolling hills just beyond the cottage.

      “Is it a for real palace?” Brea chewed her bottom lip.

      “As opposed to a fake one?” Griff shot her an amused smile.

      Brea shrugged. “I saw this movie once where the queen and king didn’t care too much for fancy things. Their palace was a cozy log cabin.”

      “Your aunt enjoys the finer things. Her palace is grand—and like nothing your human eyes have ever seen.”

      “Like how?” she pressed. Brea didn’t like surprises. She needed to be prepared for whatever was coming her way.

      “You will see soon enough. Queen Regan’s palace lies along the Villandi River in the forest city of Vindur.”

      “How can a forest be a city?” Brea leaned into her saddle, hoping her fat little mare would make it to Vindur. At the rate she was stopping to eat grass, it might take them a week to get there.

      “You will see soon enough.”

      “Anyone ever tell you you’re infuriating?”

      “Frequently.” Griff pushed Mack into a trot and Lazy Maisie followed.

      “Look at you go, girl! You do know how to run.” Brea patted the gentle horse.

      Brea enjoyed the warm fresh air and bright sunshine. It was invigorating to finally get away from the cottage and jump into the next phase of her new life. She liked Fargelsi. Sometimes she even thought she felt a connection to the verdant green hills.

      “So… what happens when we get there?” Brea asked. “And so help me if you say ‘you will see soon enough’ I may sic my horse on you. She’s a hungry girl, you know.”

      Griff’s laughter was a deep, throaty sound she really liked. “When we arrive it will be late. Servants will show us to our rooms, and you’ll likely meet the queen tomorrow or the next day. She’s a very busy woman, though she is anxious to meet you.”

      “What is she like?”

      “She is a kind and generous ruler. You should strive to be yourself with her, Brea. Well… perhaps save your biting sarcasm for me.” He winked. “I can take it.”

      “Is there nothing but rolling hills between here and there?” Honestly, she’d grown quite bored with the trip so far. She’d expected to see more. People. Towns. Something.

      “We will reach the Dragur Forest soon.”

      “Dragur? That doesn’t have anything to do with dragons I hope.”

      “No, no dragons.”

      “What does Dragur mean?”

      “Haunted.”

      “We’re going to the haunted forest? Like with ghosts?”

      “It’s not actually haunted. At least I don’t think it is anymore.”

      “Oh, well, that’s just peachy.” Brea glanced back over her shoulder.

      “Why do you do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “You’re always looking behind us like you think we’re being followed.” Griff shook his head, as amused with her as ever.

      “I don’t even know I’m doing it. There’s just a vibe I get sometimes. Like not everything around me is as harmless as it seems.”

      “Probably just your human caution rearing its head. Gelsi is a strange new world for you. Of course you’re naturally curious and suspicious of things you don’t understand.”

      They stopped for a break around midday in a beautiful low-lying glen. To the east, the rolling green hills gave way to green mountains with rocky peaks. To the south lay the entrance to the Dragur Forest. As Griff cared for the horses, Brea explored their surroundings, taking the opportunity to stretch her legs. After hours of riding through the hills, Brea was happy to see something that wasn’t green. Gorgeous purple flowers bloomed on shrubs at the lowest part of the glen. Orange wildflowers hung in clusters among the tall grass.

      Brea picked some of the orange flowers and braided them into a daisy chain for her hair. She even found what looked like bubble-gum-pink strawberries growing on a vine-covered fallen log. She picked enough to go with their lunch, placing them on a napkin on the picnic blanket they’d brought with them.

      “I wouldn’t do that,” Griff came up behind her as she was about to pick some of the purple blossoms. “You’ll be dead before we reach the palace. Even more dead if you eat those berries you picked.”

      “What’s wrong with the berries?” Brea stood up, taking a few steps away from the poisonous flowers.

      “One or two would just make you sick. More, and you’d fall asleep and never wake up. Some healers make a tea from the berry leaves for a sleeping draught, but even that can be dangerous.”

      “What about these?” Brea’s hand went to the flowers in her hair.

      “Harmless. And quite charming in your dark hair.”

      “No purple flowers. No swimming in Lake Villandi. No pink berries and no Gelsi berries. I should start a list of all the things that might kill me or drug me.”

      “Don’t touch anything once we reach the forest. There, the more beautiful a thing is, the more likely it is to be dangerous.”

      “Got it.”

      After they ate and packed up, they headed into the forest. She wasn’t prepared for how dark it was under the thick canopy of vine-covered trees.

      “I feel like we should be traveling a yellow brick road to find the flying monkeys at the witch’s castle.”

      “What are you babbling about?”

      “Nothing.” She stared into the swaying branches. “It’s too quiet here. There aren’t any birds in this forest.”

      “There are some, but most here are nocturnal. You’ll rarely see or hear them.”

      “I find that… unsettling for some reason.” Like she couldn’t trust a forest that didn’t have birds.

      “You’ll get used to it.”

      “So, how long will we be in the forest of nightmares?” She didn’t relish experiencing nightfall here.

      “It’s not that bad, is it?” Griff’s half smile slid into place. It was her favorite smile of his.

      “It’s creepy.”

      “We will reach the Villandi River before sunset. Vindur Palace is just across the river.

      “Is the river like the lake? Should I prepare to fight the urge to dive in?”

      “Not at all. The river flows north to Loch Villandi. Whatever phenomenon makes the lake so treacherous is not present in the river waters.”

      “Good to know. How will we cross the river?”

      “There’s a bridge, Brea.”

      “Well, you all aren’t very modern, so how could I know if you’d discovered bridge engineering or not?”

      “We aren’t imbeciles. We just prefer simpler ways of living.”

      “You should think about getting cell service here. It beats the heck out of relying on messengers to carry your snail mail.”
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