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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    The woman’s sobs rang through the chamber. The others had given her privacy so she could mourn her son. Her grandson was the only other person in the room and he stood silently beside her, watching her shaking shoulders. Every now and then, he licked his sharp teeth with a blackened, ashy tongue, the only sign of his boredom. It was his father she was mourning, but they’d never been close. Her grandson had spent most of his time with his mother, with whom he had more in common. 
 
    The woman suddenly looked up. The tears streaming down her silver face shimmered in the light. The only thing human about her was her general form—one head, two arms, two legs. The rest of her was very distinctly other. She looked at her grandson and whispered, “Get the wolf.” 
 
    He didn’t like being ordered around, but he had a certain respect for her. She might seem delicate with her youthful features and silver, gossamer wings that fluttered at hummingbird rates, but she remained fierce. Most faeries were considered lower class, but she was high in the ranks of the Court, and she’d earned her place. So instead of telling her to fetch the wolf herself, he quietly slipped out of the room and did as she bid.  
 
    Hours later, though the woman didn’t notice the passage of time, he brought back the wolf, a shapeshifter that spent most of his time in the Mortal Realm. 
 
    The wolf wasn’t happy about the summons. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Some respect,” she told him sharply. She’d composed herself before they returned, draping herself over a throne—her usual perch—as if she were a bored, teenage queen, and there was no trace of her tears or her earlier moment of weakness. 
 
    The wolf bowed with a flair of sarcasm. “Of course. And?” He didn’t rise from the bow. 
 
    “My son has died,” she announced. 
 
    “A tragedy.” 
 
    “I want you to fetch something of his for me.” 
 
    He finally straightened and gave her a wary look. “And that would be?” 
 
    “He spent some time on your side of the rifts, and that idiot boy,” she sighed with exasperation and affection before continuing, “fancied himself in love with a human woman. He got her with child, but because of her husband, left before the child was born.” 
 
    She didn’t need to finish her explanation, the shapeshifter understood what she wanted. “If the child refuses?”  
 
    It had been a long time since the fae took freely from human stock. These days, humans were more careful, though occasionally a naïve child would ask to be taken. They rarely knew what they were asking for.  
 
    She glanced at her grandson, who bared his teeth at the wolf in a malicious smile. 
 
    The wolf shifted uncomfortably. “Let me see what I can do before you send your hound.” The grandson snickered at this comparison. The wolf bowed quickly again and turned to dismiss himself.  
 
    “Oh, and Wolf?” 
 
    He paused and glanced back over his shoulder, quiet and patient as he waited for her to have the last word. 
 
    “Not a word to anyone, especially not that sister of yours. She’d cause me trouble just for the sake of it.” 
 
    He bowed again and left. 
 
    It was so useful to have a shapeshifter she could manipulate—they had such good tracking skills. She turned to her grandson and murmured, “Follow him. Verify, and then keep an eye on the child.” 
 
    “You don’t believe he will bring it to you.” 
 
    “He has too much sympathy for humans. Even if it is really a Halfling, he will not treat it like one of us.” 
 
    “It isn’t, really.” 
 
    She reached up and trailed the knuckles of her left hand down his cheek in an unexpected display of affection. “It will be.”


 
   
  
 

 Part One 
 
    The Disappearance of Molly Connolly 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One: Welcome to the Party 
 
      
 
    Molly was giggling so loudly, Alexis just knew it would give them away. Alexis shushed her, but the hiss was almost as loud as her friend’s muffled giggles. She couldn’t tell if Molly was nervous or excited—probably both. Molly was almost always giggling, laughing, or snickering for some reason or another anyway, so maybe if Alexis’ parents heard them from their upstairs bedroom, they’d simply assume that the girls were watching a comedy on TV. 
 
    Alexis’ tiptoeing was almost dramatically slow as she crossed the tiled floor. They’d escaped maneuvering down the squeaky stairs by watching a late-night movie in the living room, but the next step was just as hard. They had to get out the back door—the sliding door was quieter than the swinging front door—and around the house to the street where their ride was waiting. Alexis’ heart was beating madly, and her chest felt tight as she tried to keep her breathing quiet. She was seventeen—or would be, in two months—but this was the first time she’d ever snuck out of the house. She regretted letting Molly talk her into it, but Molly had made a good, if slightly irrational, argument. “We’re going to be seniors next year! We should celebrate the end of exams like everyone else, with a good party! Cassi is having one and she invited us.” Alexis suspected that Cassi had only invited Molly, but most people knew that Molly and Alexis were a pair—where one went, the other was sure to follow.  
 
    Alexis only relaxed when they’d successfully reached the street without any lights coming on in the house. Mandy should be waiting with her boyfriend and his car at the end of the road, but it wasn’t a long walk and none of the neighbors seemed to be awake to spy on them and inform Alexis’ parents of her nighttime adventure.  
 
    Molly spread her arms out and lifted her face toward the stars, twirling around in a slow circle as she walked, as if to embrace the night. “Isn’t it beautiful?” she sighed, grinning broadly. 
 
    “Yeah,” Alexis agreed, staring up at the moon. It wasn’t a full moon, but it was a nice, large, and waxing gibbous and it cast a pretty silver light that was easier on her eyes than the harsh yellow of the streetlamps. When she looked back to Earth, she saw the idling car at the end of the street waiting for them.  
 
    Mandy grinned through the open passenger window as they approached. “You get out okay?” 
 
    “Easy-peezy,” Molly assured her, swinging the back passenger door open widely. She crawled across the seats, shaking her hips in the air and giggling. Alexis noticed that Mandy’s boyfriend, Brian, was watching in the rear-view mirror. 
 
    His eyes shifted to Alexis’ in the mirror and he asked coolly, “What’s up?”  
 
    Alexis shrugged, which was about as much of an answer as anyone expected from her.  
 
    Mandy turned around, still grinning. She’d gotten her braces off a few weeks ago and had taken every excuse to show off her artificially straight, white teeth ever since. “Wasn’t Mr. Mueller’s exam just a travesty?” she asked. 
 
    Alexis suspected she didn’t know what the word ‘travesty’ meant, since she seemed to be using it in place of ‘challenging’. Possibly Mandy really meant to say ‘tragedy’ since she then went on to explain how she didn’t know half the answers and had played ‘Eenie-meenie-minie-moe’ to guess the rest. 
 
    Molly shook her head. “I thought that Madame Chesapeake’s was way worse. I always mix up “to know” and “to be” so I’m pretty sure I told her: ‘I know pretty’.”  
 
    Alexis didn’t say anything since she didn’t have either of those teachers. The only classes she’d shared with Molly this year were European History and a pottery class that neither of them liked. She hadn’t had any classes with Mandy, though they’d shared some in earlier years.  
 
    “Hello, Earth to Alexis,” Molly chided, smooshing her body against Alexis’ shoulders and bringing her face very close to Alexis’. 
 
    “What?” she asked, pushing Molly away with a slight smile. 
 
    “I knew you weren’t paying attention,” she scolded, shaking her head as she settled back into her seat. 
 
    “Well, what did you ask?” 
 
    “Mandy asked how your exams went.” Alexis wasn’t interested in idle chitchat, so Molly often took it upon herself to drag Alexis into conversations. 
 
    Alexis glanced at Mandy, deciding automatically that she wasn’t actually interested in the answer. “Oh, no problems here.” 
 
    “Well, I guess you wouldn’t be concerned about any of them, Miss Honors Student,” Mandy said, a little more bitterly than her bright smile implied. 
 
    Alexis wasn’t sure how to reply to that, so she just shrugged and went back to looking through the window.  
 
    Cassi lived in one of the few ritzy neighborhoods in town, just short of a gated community, and her big white house was completely lit up. There wasn’t any music streaming from the house, but there were several cars crammed into the driveway and parked in the street. The group opened the door without knocking and found Cassi in the living room. Exuberant greetings were exchanged all around until Cassi turned toward Alexis. 
 
    “Oh, hey,” she said, her smile faltering slightly. “I didn’t actually expect you here.” 
 
    Alexis read the silent disgruntlement between the lines. She could see in Cassi’s expression that the other girl was not happy to see her. 
 
    Alexis pasted on a cheery smile and replied, “Well, I ran out of interesting things to do, and this seemed at least a little better than watching paint dry.” 
 
    Molly snorted but clucked her tongue disapprovingly. She gave Cassi a bright, apologetic smile and grabbed Alexis’ hand. “Come on.” She pulled Alexis into the living room where people were spread all around, chatting loudly, drinks in hand. 
 
    Several voices called to Molly and a few people even bothered to greet Alexis before she planted herself in a corner. Molly grabbed two beer bottles and plopped down next to her, still calling out to anyone, asking about exams and the like, but only receiving half answers as they moved through the room. For a moment, they watched the other partygoers, but Alexis caught Molly fidgeting out of the corner of her eye. 
 
    “I’m gonna go to the bathroom,” Alexis mumbled. 
 
    “Okie dokie,” Molly replied and was already in a conversation before Alexis had left the room. Instead of going to the bathroom, though, she went out to the backyard. A couple was kissing on a porch swing, but they didn’t seem to notice her. Beyond them, there was a large in-ground pool, shaped like a kidney bean with a connected hot tub to make it a nice round oval. 
 
    She ducked back inside and found Cassi grabbing ice in the kitchen. “Do you mind if I take a dip in the pool?” she asked, holding her beer lightly by the bottle neck, pretending that she was actually drinking from it.  
 
    Cassi looked her over shrewdly. “Did you bring a swimsuit? I don’t have any that would fit you.” 
 
    “Busty girl problems, man,” she replied without thought.  
 
    Cassi laughed, then gave Alexis an odd look. “Whatever, just don’t skinny dip or anything.” 
 
    Alexis shrugged—that hadn’t been her plan anyway—and headed back out to the pool. She might have normally been shier, but the couple on the swing was so absorbed in each other that she felt comfortable shedding her T-shirt and jeans, until she was enjoying the warm June night in only her bra and underwear, leaving her clothes folded carefully on one of the nearby chairs.  
 
    She used the stairs to step into the pool and gasped at how cold the water was. The days hadn’t gotten past 75 degrees yet and the water hadn’t had a chance to absorb any summer heat. Even though she started to shiver, she stubbornly waded in, determined to enjoy her swim no matter how cold it was.  
 
    When the water was as high as her shoulders, she dunked herself completely underwater and waited in the silent stillness, holding her breath as long as possible. When she resurfaced, she was shivering but smiling. The water made her hair—usually unmanageably curly and frizzy—smooth and straight as it hung heavy about her shoulders. She leaned back and took a moment to float, staring up at the stars, tracing the lines of the big dipper. With a deep breath, she rolled over and began swimming laps. It was harder than she thought—the pool’s shape made it more of a play pool than a swimming pool. She’d only made five half-hearted attempts before giving up, not having enough fun to ignore the chill of the water. 
 
    It wasn’t until she reached the steps that she realized she was being watched. The couple had gone inside, but now a boy with dark brown hair was staring at her, his head cocked to one side in curious perusal. 
 
    “You look like one of the undine,” he observed. She thought she caught an accent, something smooth and possibly British, but he hadn’t said enough for her to be sure.  
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Never mind.” 
 
    She waited for him to say more or to move away, but after a few seconds she finally asked, “Were you going to swim?” 
 
    He wrinkled his nose. “No, that chlorine would burn me alive.” 
 
    Alexis’ brow furrowed, but she had to assume he was either exaggerating or had some sort of allergy. “Umm, okay then.” She debated for a moment whether she should climb out of the pool with him there to see her wearing only her underwear, but decided she cared more about getting warm than being seen. Very quickly she stepped up and out of the water, approaching the chair, only then realizing that she’d never asked Cassi for a towel. 
 
    With no other choice, she pulled on her clothes, ignoring how they clung to her damp skin, thinking it was better than the alternative . . . until she realized she’d be stuck in damp clothes for the rest of the night. She could have at least wrung out her hair first, but she’d thought of that too late. Taking her hair in chunks and squeezing, she glanced over her shoulder only to find that the boy was still there, staring. “Did you want something?” she asked, frowning. 
 
    “I saw you in there earlier,” he explained, nodding toward the house. Was he flirting with her? Alexis didn’t know if she was pleased or creeped out, but was starting to lean toward the latter. And then he disappointed her when he added, “With that girl, the brunette?”  
 
    Alexis was used to people noticing Molly. She and her friend were almost complete opposites. Molly was the conventional definition of beautiful: her brown hair hung in curly, smooth spirals that attested to her skill with a curling iron, her eyes were big and honey brown, she had a pouty bottom lip, and she knew how to apply make-up to accent her best features and transform her faults. She was also tall, mostly because of her long legs, had golden tan skin, and smiled so prettily it was hard not to grin back.  
 
    In contrast, Alexis was short, too curvy, too pale, too freckled, and her face was square and androgynous. She didn’t care for make-up, she only wore clothes that were comfortable, and her hair hadn’t been curled since the last time Molly bullied her into it. On top of that, she was often quiet and sullen around strangers—interacting with unfamiliar people made her shoulders tense and her jaw clench.  
 
    “Molly,” she tried not to sound sour. “She’s my best friend,” she explained, partially to remind herself.  
 
    He nodded thoughtfully. “Ah, and are you related?” 
 
    Her frown deepened as she puzzled through his question, simple as it sounded. No one had ever mistaken them for relatives before. “No.” 
 
    “Not even a little bit? Distant cousins, maybe?” he asked, frowning back. 
 
    “Well, everyone’s a distant cousin if you go back far enough,” she replied drily, her curiosity slowly giving way to irritation. 
 
    “Yes, well.” He didn’t seem to have anything else to say. Except then he added, “Does she have any?” 
 
    Alexis raised an eyebrow, trying to follow his train of thought. “Cousins?” 
 
    “Or siblings.” 
 
    She continued to stare at him, wondering if he was going to explain. When he didn’t, she replied slowly and firmly, “Cousins, yes. Siblings, no.” 
 
    His eyes became distant as he processed this information, then he nodded once. “Very well, I suppose it’s just the one then.” 
 
    “Huh? Just the one what?” 
 
    But he didn’t elaborate. He simply turned on his heel and walked back inside. She’d been distracted from the cold while he questioned her, but now she shivered and decided to hurry back to the warm house. She passed Mandy at the door and paused to ask, “Do you know who that guy was?” 
 
    “What guy?” she asked, looking around, then grinned her big, white smile again. “Did someone catch your eye? I didn’t even know you liked guys.” 
 
    Alexis rolled her eyes but didn’t correct her. “No, I’m not interested in him. I just haven’t seen him before. I just wanted to know if he went to our school. The brown-haired guy?” 
 
    Mandy looked at her with exasperation. “A lot of guys have brown hair. What else?” 
 
    Alexis frowned. She hadn’t gotten a good look at him in the dark. She’d paid more attention to his strange questions than to his appearance “I don’t know. I guess he looked like the type that would blend in well with a crowd.” 
 
    “That’s helpful,” Mandy grunted, but she considered the people in the living room anyway. “Well, I know everyone here, and yeah, most of them are from school, I guess.” 
 
    Alexis sighed. She recognized everybody too, even if it was only by appearance and not by name or acquaintance. “Thanks anyway,” she muttered and made her way back through the party. She barely heard Mandy call after her, “Hey, do you want a towel?” 
 
    When Molly saw her, she simply announced, “You’re wet!” then broke into a fit of giggles. She’d had at least two beers by now, if only half the bottles at the base of the couch were hers, and was sprawling with her legs thrown over a guy’s lap. “Did someone push you in the pool?” she asked, her face slowly taking on a look of concern. 
 
    “Nah, I just took a dip; completely voluntary,” Alexis replied, waving her hand in a flippant, unconcerned gesture. “Did you see some brown-haired dude?” She expected that he’d probably come to flirt with Molly once he’d learned her name. 
 
    “Yes,” she replied seriously. “Well, about five, actually.” She turned her head up to the right as she tried to count. “Yeah, five or six. Why?” 
 
    Alexis frowned, wondering where he had gone if he hadn’t come here. It seemed strange—more than a little creepy now—but Molly wasn’t in a frame of mind to understand Alexis’ concern. “Never mind, it wasn’t important.” 
 
    Molly pouted. “Are you not having fun?” 
 
    “Eh, you know this isn’t really my scene.” 
 
    The guy Molly was resting her legs on smiled, an expression between happy drunk and suggestive leering. “We could all go have some real fun somewhere else.” 
 
    “Don’t be a creep,” Molly said, smacking him gently on the arm. “Do you even know each other? Sean, this is Alexis; Alexis, this is Sean. He’s Cousi’s cassin from Indiana.” She paused and said, “Wait, that’s not right.” She tilted her head up again as she tried to figure out the error in her sentence. 
 
    “How interesting,” Alexis replied dryly. 
 
    Molly frowned and sobered for a moment. “Really, do you want to go home? I can go get Mandy and we’ll leave.” 
 
    Alexis didn’t want to drag Molly away from the party, so she assured her she’d be fine and then left, first to find a towel, then to find a book—Cassi had a good selection of romance novels in her bedroom—and then to find somewhere quiet to read. She was tucked into a corner, half asleep, with her book falling out of her lap, when Brian shook her shoulder and said, “We’re headed out.” 
 
    She blinked blearily and pulled out her cellphone to look at the clock; it was almost three in the morning. She trudged after Mandy and Molly as they cheerfully said goodbye to the other departing partygoers. She almost fell asleep again on the short ride home and was happy to see her house quiet and still, even after they’d slipped back in. She wanted to crash on the living room couch, but her clothes and hair were obviously rumpled from the swim, so she had to make the careful climb back upstairs.  
 
    After she’d changed into pajamas, she returned downstairs to find Molly already asleep in a pile of fuzzy blankets on the floor—she’d left Alexis the couch. Alexis fell onto it, pulled another blanket around her, and was asleep in a few moments. She slept through the night and late into the morning, not even stirring as her parents prepared for work. The kids were out of school, but for everyone else it was a typical Thursday. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two: Strange Encounters 
 
      
 
    Molly was cheerful when Alexis finally woke up around one o’clock. Alexis groaned but grinned at her. “How is it you always avoid hangovers?” 
 
    “I wasn’t that drunk, I just got a bit silly,” she replied, rolling her eyes but grinning back. “Why, are you feeling one?” She reached out and smoothed a concerned hand across Alexis’ temple, moving aside a stray curl. “Do you need coffee?” 
 
    Alexis yawned and pushed herself up on her elbows. “I didn’t really drink at all. But I’ll take some coffee anyway.” 
 
    “Oh, last night you were rambling about some guy?” Molly called, disappearing into the kitchen. “Did you find him?” 
 
    It took Alexis a moment to clear the sleep from her mind enough to remember what Molly was talking about. “Didn’t really look that hard. I gave up when you said you hadn’t seen anything.” 
 
    “That’s disappointing.” Her voice was muffled by the sounds of her search for mugs and coffee. “Why were you looking for him? Was he hot?” 
 
    Alexis shrugged and pushed into a sitting position. “Didn’t get a good look.” She paused as she listened to the gurgling of the coffeemaker starting up. “I was more interested because he kept asking about you, so I thought he’d come to talk with you or something.” 
 
    “Rude,” Molly called. She didn’t say anything else, but Alexis could hear her rustling, probably grabbing the cream and sugar. 
 
    Alexis waited to reply until Molly returned to the living room and handed her a full mug. “Nah, guys are always looking at you.” 
 
    “No way, they’re too busy checking out your lush curves and flaming hair.” She winked at Alexis as she settled onto the couch, throwing her legs over Alexis’ lap. She cradled her coffee mug and inhaled the rich scent as she waited for it to cool. 
 
    “If they aren’t blinded by that radiant smile of yours,” Alexis replied, squeezing Molly’s ankle affectionately. 
 
    They laughed for a moment and then Molly poked Alexis with the tips of her pink painted toes. “So, you got any plans for the day?” 
 
    Alexis snorted. “Oh yeah, tons. I just have all these people lining up to spend the day with me.” 
 
    “Damn, I shall have to fight them to the death.” She held out an imaginary sword and jabbed at invisible opponents. 
 
    Alexis took a sip of her coffee. “No plans with Cassi? Or Mandy?” 
 
    “Oh, did you want to hang out with them?” Molly asked, perking up slightly.  
 
    With pursed lips, Alexis explained, “I meant anything preconceived, not spur of the moment.” 
 
    Molly pouted and settled back into the couch. “But if you wanted to?” 
 
    Smiling slightly, Alexis shook her head. “Not really.” No one could ever claim that Molly wasn’t persistent. She often needed to push through Alexis’ stubbornness. “Anyway, we were talking about game plan. What do you think: movies?” 
 
    “Might as well.”  
 
    Once they made their decision and finished their coffee, they headed out. There was a movie store several blocks from Alexis’ house and it was a beautiful day—blue sky, white puffy clouds, and the perfect temperature for a short walk. They made a slight detour to Molly’s house so that she could change into fresh clothes, since she hadn’t brought any over to Alexis’ the night before. 
 
    Alexis stayed outside to encourage Molly to be quick. She looked at the house she’d seen a thousand times before and, not for the first time, thought it looked a little lonely. The paint was once blue but had faded to a dingy blue-gray, and the garage door had white chips flaking off. She used to spend the night at Molly’s house as often as Molly spent the night at hers, but that had changed over the past few months. Last year, Molly’s father had packed up his things and left in the middle of dinner. Molly had tried to hide her hurt and disappointment, tried to wear her cheerful smile constantly, but the damage was done. Her mother had to work longer hours when she could drag herself to work, and their relationship became strained almost instantly. There was a point in Molly’s and Alexis’ lives when they would come home from school, laughing about some joke or singing along with the radio, and they’d find Mrs. Connolly doing the same. She had a pretty voice and once taught singing lessons, though she’d had to switch to an office job when money became tight, long before her husband left. 
 
    Alexis was pulled out of her reverie when Molly came back. Her smile was tight and strained but she was wearing fresh clothes: a pink tank top and some jean shorts to fit the day’s weather. “You spending the night again?” Alexis asked as they began walking again. 
 
    “Do you want me to?” she asked, but her face clearly hoped Alexis would say yes. 
 
    “Yeah, of course, I was just double checking.” They’d spent a lot of nights together in the previous summers, but then it was always just for each other’s company. Now Alexis felt that Molly’s motivations were half friendship, half desperation to get away from her mother. 
 
    When they reached the movie store, they had to debate between romantic comedies, horror, or action. It was hard, not because their taste in movies ranged so much, but because neither of them could decide. 
 
    While Alexis was reading the back of one movie, Molly nudged her with an elbow. “Hey, don’t look now, but that guy is totally checking you out.” 
 
    “How interesting,” Alexis replied blandly, but her heart rate accelerated, and she tried to look around the store surreptitiously. All she noticed was the vacant, daydream stare of the girl at the counter. There weren’t many other people in the store, but there never were these days. 
 
    “To your left,” Molly whispered. 
 
    Alexis tilted her head ever so slightly, then, when she still couldn’t see anything, gave up all pretenses of stealth and turned to boldly look for this supposed admirer. “Who?”  
 
     “Dark spiky hair. He totally was, I swear,” Molly whispered, steadfastly staring at the shelves in front of her. 
 
    Alexis frowned in frustration—there wasn’t anyone there that fit that description. Giving up, she turned back to the movie. “More likely he was looking at you. Hey, what do you think of this one?” 
 
    “No way,” Molly insisted, ever loyal. “He was definitely looking at you, didn’t even seem to notice me.” 
 
    Alexis snorted in disbelief. “Was he cute?”  
 
    Molly finally also gave up her attempts at subtlety and looked around, her lips turned down and her brow puckering in confusion when there was no evidence of Alexis’ would-be admirer. “Huh, I was gonna subtly leave you alone so he could come talk to you,” she explained, her voice held the slight whine of disappointment. 
 
    “Yes, because random strangers hit on me all the time,” Alexis replied, her tone returning to the same affected, dry disinterest. She still firmly believed he was likely looking at Molly, even if she had hoped for a moment that her friend’s claims were true. She had an odd sense of déjà vu but brushed it off. “Anyway, what do you think?” she repeated, passing Molly the movie. 
 
    Molly took it from her, her eyes roaming over the back as she inspected it. “Yeah, that’ll work.” 
 
    When they were leaving the store, Molly made a startled noise of warning as she clutched Alexis’ arm. Alexis turned to look at her curiously, defeating the purpose of Molly’s half-warning. Because she had turned away, she didn’t see the person in front of her, and bumped into them with a startled, “Oof.” 
 
    Thin hands steadied her and she blushed as she muttered, “Sorry,” before looking up at him—and up, and up. He was at least a foot taller than her, with hair that stood up in shiny bluish-black spikes. 
 
    At first, he didn’t smile or say anything. His dark eyes flickered quickly over her face before he looked over at Molly. When he looked back at Alexis, he was smiling, and he let go of her shoulders. For a moment, she thought his teeth looked long and sharp, not like a dog or shark, but like one of those deep-sea fish. But when she blinked the image was gone, and he was grinning at her with perfectly normal, flat teeth. “Forget about it.” He looked at Molly one last time with a brief flash of interest, and then turned away.  
 
    The girls walked away briskly, both resisting the urge to look over their shoulders at him and make their own interest too obvious. As soon as they were out of earshot, Molly giggled and announced, “That’s him! That’s the guy!” 
 
    Alexis snorted. “Oh yeah, and he took his big chance to flirt with me.” 
 
    Molly frowned. “Yes, that seemed sort of set-up, like a movie or something. Disappointing he didn’t say something more romantic.” 
 
    Alexis finally gave into temptation and turned around to look back. He was still watching them, but at this distance she couldn’t tell if his focus was on her or Molly. He grinned again, and she felt an unsettling shiver run down her back and goosebumps rise on her arms. She shook her head and looked away; even when her imagine wasn’t supplying horrors for her, he made her uncomfortable.  
 
    “Go talk to him!” Molly encouraged, mistaking something in Alexis’ face for shyness instead of apprehension.  
 
    Shrugging, Alexis didn’t look up. “And say what? Let’s just head home.” 
 
    Molly pouted and trudged beside her. “You’re no fun.” 
 
    Alexis glanced at her, then back at the man, surprised to find that he was already gone. As soon as she noticed this, the memory of him slipped from her mind. Her shoulders relaxed, and she couldn’t remember why she’d been so tense. Neither girl mentioned him again and the rest of their day went on as usual.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three: Arguably Bad Decisions 
 
      
 
    Alexis woke up to the smell of pancakes and lifted her head from her pillow to look around her bedroom with bleary eyes. The clock on her nightstand said it was almost noon, but she’d stayed up late reading the night before, and if it weren’t for the enticing thought of breakfast, she would have gone back to sleep. 
 
    Without changing from her pajamas, she went downstairs and wasn’t surprised to find Molly at the stove, flipping pancakes. She yawned and said, “Hey.” 
 
    It was a week into their summer break, and last night was the first-time Molly hadn’t spent the night. She’d had plans with Cassi and Mandy and while she’d tried to convince Alexis to come along, Alexis had been worn out from constantly entertaining her friend. She loved Molly, and she loved spending time with her, but she also liked her alone time. Molly hadn’t spent nearly this much time attached to Alexis’ side in previous summers, but Alexis suspected she knew the reason for this sudden clinginess and had tried to support her. 
 
    “What do you want to do today?” Molly asked, like every day, as she passed a finished set of pancakes to Alexis. They were perfectly golden, with just a few too many chocolate chips. Whipped cream and silverware were already set out on the island counter. 
 
    “Dunno,” Alexis mumbled, her jaw stretching in another unapologetic yawn. When she finished, she suggested, “Mall?” 
 
    Molly cocked her head to one side, considering, before she nodded firmly. “Mall it is. I’ll drive.” She flipped the last pancake onto a plate, turned off the stove, and joined Alexis at the counter.  
 
    “You have your mom’s car today?” Alexis asked in surprise. She’d expected to drive, though she was running low on gas. 
 
    “Well, she didn’t appear to be using it, so I decided I could,” she replied with a tight smile. Alexis realized that Molly’s mother must have taken the day off work—again—and Molly was angry about it. Molly didn’t talk much about her newly strained relationship with her mother, and Alexis didn’t like to push. It wasn’t that Molly would have been mad if she did—Molly was usually an open person—but Alexis didn’t like it when someone insisted she talk to them about her problems, so she returned the favor. She’d prod lightly at the surface, test the waters of Molly’s mood, but so far, Molly hadn’t wanted to say much more than state the facts and change the subject. 
 
    They spent some time swimsuit shopping, but when Molly couldn’t cajole Alexis to even try one on, they decided to move on to the Barnes and Noble at the other end of the mall. They spent their time giggling over romance novels that were too cheesy to even consider reading instead of perusing books they might actually want. Molly read the backs of the books or a snippet in the front cover with much dramatic flair and affect. Alexis analyzed the books and predicted the endings—purposefully her predictions even more ridiculous to send Molly into gales of laughter. It was almost three o’clock before they decided to get a late lunch in the food court. 
 
    Since Molly drove, Alexis offered to buy lunch if Molly would find them a table. She stood in line at the Chinese restaurant, shifting from side to side and trying to ignore the guys laughing uproariously in the Subway line next to her. They kept elbowing each other and pointing at girls or women and Alexis rolled her eyes at their antics. 
 
    When she finally ordered her food, she turned around to scan the area to see where Molly had chosen to sit. She was right by the fountain, one of their favorite spots, but she wasn’t alone. A boy with spiky black hair was leaning on the table, his back to Alexis. There was something familiar about him, but whatever memory she had of him was slippery. The best she could think was that maybe he went to their school. She thought that if she could just get a good look at his face, she’d remember. 
 
    The man behind the counter got her attention and pointed to her Styrofoam carton of food. She nodded, threw her change in the tip jar, and turned around, but when she looked again, Molly was alone and smiling expectantly. 
 
    Alexis carefully balanced the food as she made her way through the crowded tables and sat down. Without delay she asked, “Who was that you were talking to?” 
 
    Molly opened her mouth to reply but didn’t get any further. Her eyes shifted up—a quick flicker that Alexis wouldn’t have noticed if she hadn’t been paying attention. Molly blinked and, without seeming to notice her pause, replied, “Dunno, he didn’t give me his name. He just had some questions, some sort of survey I think.” 
 
    For a moment, Alexis had the feeling that Molly was lying, but her face was open and smiling, not like someone who was trying to hide a secret. Still, Alexis’ curiosity got the better of her and she said suspiciously, “Huh. What kind of questions?” 
 
    Molly frowned, her eyes going distant before replying, “You know, I can’t really remember. They were just mundane things, you know? Like, demographic things. It was something anyone could do. I told him to stick around for your answers, but he said he had other places to be.” Molly gave an unconcerned shrug and finally turned her attention to the food as she picked up a plastic fork. She opened the Styrofoam container to reveal a mess of sauced meat, rice, and vegetables, and began eating with relish. 
 
    “Hey, save some for me,” Alexis complained as she dug in as well, her previous concern forgotten. 
 
    * 
 
    After lunch they drove back to Molly’s house to drop off the car, all the while laughing and talking about how they’d spend the rest of the evening. 
 
    All Molly needed to do was drop off the car keys, but as soon as she opened the door, her mother started yelling. “Where have you been? Why the hell did you take my car?”  
 
    “You weren’t using it,” Molly replied, looking her mother straight in the eyes as if daring her to continue the argument. 
 
    Mrs. Connolly seemed to sense the challenge and her volume rose. “That gives you no right to take it! I needed it today, I had an important meeting to go to, but when I came downstairs it was gone!” 
 
    “You are such a liar; you were fast asleep at eleven a.m.,” Molly snapped. “If there was a meeting, you would have gotten your ass out of bed and dragged yourself to work.” 
 
    Alexis gaped. She’d known things had been uncomfortable between Molly and her mother, but she hadn’t realized things had become so venomous. It’s not that she’d never seen Molly when she was mad before—Molly may be sweet and energetic, but she did everything with flair, even argue. But Alexis had never seen Molly and her mother argue, except over unimportant things like dishes and dirty rooms.  
 
    Her mother inhaled sharply. “Don’t you use that language with me!” 
 
    Alexis wasn’t sure what to do. She shifted from foot to foot, trying to figure out if she should head down the hall to Molly’s room and wait for her there, or go outside in case Molly stormed out.  
 
    Molly took a step toward her mother, her hands clenched into fists. “Yeah, because you’re a model example to follow. The night dad left, you wouldn’t shut up; you called him every name in the book!” 
 
    Mrs. Connolly reared back in shock—either at the accusation or the mention of her missing husband—but then pushed forward, even angrier. “Don’t bring your father into this! He has nothing to do with our lives anymore!” 
 
    Molly was yelling now too, and Alexis realized she’d actually been controlling herself before. “Yeah, and whose fault is that?” 
 
    Instead of yelling back, Mrs. Connolly stood, glaring. Her face was an angry, blotched red and her hands clenched so tightly at her side that her knuckles were white. “Yours,” she finally said, her voice quiet and hateful. “It’s your fault.” 
 
    Molly’s eyes widened, and her jaw worked for a moment before she recovered from this blunt accusation enough to demand in a shaking voice, “How the hell is this my fault?” 
 
    “Mrs. Connolly,” Alexis gasped, staring stunned at the woman. She used to be beautiful but depression after her husband had abandoned them had drained her dry. Her skin hung loose around her, her eyes had dark circles under them, and her hair looked like it hadn’t been washed in weeks. She simply looked like she’d been dragged through a lake and dried with a windstorm. 
 
    “He never wanted you,” her mother said vindictively, her eyes wild, her teeth bared in a snarl, and for a moment she looked like a feral beast. “He would have stayed with me if it weren’t for you.” 
 
    This time Molly seemed more prepared for the accusations. She immediately snapped back, “Then that’s your fault, you cranky, old bitch. You shouldn’t have gotten knocked up.”  
 
    From her position, Alexis heard the sharp smack of the slap before she realized that anyone had moved. “Don’t talk to me that way!” Her mother’s voice was high, and she was choking back tears. “I’m your mother; I deserve some respect!” 
 
    With her hand to her red cheek, Molly snarled, “You don’t deserve shit.” She threw the car keys and they hit her mother in the shoulder with a dull thud. “And I don’t have to put up with this anymore. You have been nothing but mean and nasty to me since he left. Well, I’m done.” She whipped around and stormed down the hall without looking back. Not wanting to be left behind with Molly’s stunned but furious mother, Alexis followed.  
 
    When Alexis reached Molly’s bedroom, she found that Molly’s anger had turned into tears. She was sobbing and sniffling as she stuffed clothes into a battered suitcase. She looked up, her nose red and tears sticking to her eyelashes and cheeks. “I can stay with you, right?” she asked, though it came out in between little, shuddering hiccups. 
 
    Alexis swiftly entered the room, closing the door behind her before she settled an arm around Molly’s waist. She leaned her head against Molly’s shoulder and murmured, “Of course, my parents won’t even realize anything’s wrong.” 
 
    “They won’t?” she asked quietly, wrapping one arm around Alexis and using the other to rub her eyes vigorously. 
 
    Alexis tried to smile up at her, though all she could manage was a slight quirk of her lips. “How is this different from any other time?” 
 
    “It might be weeks,” Molly warned, hugging Alexis closer. Then, in a whisper that brushed along Alexis’ curls, “She’d never forgive me if I left too.” 
 
    Alexis pulled away and sat on the bed next to the open suitcase. “You could just go back out and yell at her for a while until you both get it out of your system.” 
 
    Molly shook her head, scowling as she turned to search one of her drawers, plucking out socks and comparing them to see if they matched. “No, I don’t want to be in the same room with her. Did you hear what she said? How could it be my fault?” She found a pair and shoved it into the suitcase, pushing them all the way to the bottom. “It’s not like I just showed up out of nowhere. She’s the one who got knocked up.”  
 
    Alexis thought it was strange for Molly to phrase it that way. If she remembered right, the Connolly’s had been married for three years before they had Molly; it wasn’t like they were right out of high school and had a child out of wedlock. “Some time away would definitely help,” Alexis finally agreed. 
 
    “I want to leave. I just wish I could get out of this town. I can’t believe I have to sit through another year of high school.” She turned sharply to look at Alexis with a new, hopeful smile. “Do you think your parents would let me stay there all year?” 
 
    “You know I’d love to have you,” Alexis replied sadly, “But it’s a little soon to talk like that. You know, it’s still just the beginning of summer, and they’d probably want you to work things out with your mom.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” She grabbed a pair of jeans from her dresser and shoved them into her bag. “I just can’t see that happening with the way she’s acting.” She flopped on her bed next to Alexis and covered her face with her pillow. She mumbled something into it, and Alexis had to pull it off her face so she could hear. Still, it took a moment to understand the words. “What if she’s right?” 
 
    “Don’t blame yourself for him leaving,” Alexis told her, lying down next to her and putting an arm over Molly’s stomach. “It’s not your fault. No one drove him out of here, not even your crazy mom. He’s an ass, and he left because he doesn’t know how to be a grown-up and handle his responsibilities. Maybe your mom was right when she said he’d never wanted a kid, but that’s his fault. He had a hand in making you; he should have spent the energy on loving you too.” 
 
    “You should be a therapist,” Molly said, forcing herself to giggle. The sound was more flat than usual with no genuine happiness influencing it, but her effort made Alexis relax slightly.  
 
    “I know what we should do tonight,” Alexis told her, changing the subject. “We’ll get a few terrible horror movies, a bunch of popcorn and candy, and order some pizza. Maybe even get some donuts. We haven’t pigged out like that since freshman year, and I think today is a great day to do that again.” 
 
    Molly gave her a watery smile and sat up. “That sounds fun.” 
 
    Alexis scooted off the bed and pulled her cellphone out of her pocket. “I’ll call my parents to give them a heads-up, and you finish packing.” 
 
    Her mother wasn’t surprised by the call and told her that, since they now had their dinner covered, she and Alexis’ father would go on a date night. Alexis thought this was probably a good idea, just in case Molly wasn’t ready to paste on her usual cheery smile yet. 
 
    Molly packed a few more outfits, folding them carefully this time, and some other essentials such as: toothpaste, a hairbrush, and underwear, before they were ready to go. Mrs. Connolly had taken the car without saying where she was going. Without leaving a note, the girls brought the luggage over to Alexis’ house, grabbed her car, and proceeded to the store to prepare for their girl’s night in.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four: Something’s Missing 
 
      
 
    They passed out in the living room that night. Molly was on the couch, candy wrappers scattered around her and spilling onto the floor where half-eaten bowls of assorted candies, chips, and popcorn dregs were spread around. Alexis was asleep on the floor, her head propped up on three different pillows, lying more on top of her blankets than using them. The TV had gone into stand-by mode because it had been over an hour since the last movie ended, though they’d been sleeping for much longer than that. 
 
    Alexis rolled over in her sleep and woke up for a moment when the stairs creaked. She lifted her head and saw the empty couch. “Mm,” she grunted, believing that Molly went upstairs to sleep somewhere more comfortable. Too tired to join her, Alexis settled into her make-shift bed on the floor and quickly fell back asleep.  
 
    * 
 
    Alexis was the first one to wake up, around one in the afternoon. Still, she decided to make some breakfast instead of lunch and called up the stairs, “Molly, you want some French Toast?” She waited, but there was no reply. “Are you still sleeping?” she asked, a bit surprised. The possibility made her frown, wondering if Molly had ended up crying more and was still sleeping off the groggy effects. 
 
    She made her way upstairs. “Are you okay?” she asked, her voice low and soothing as she peeked around the corner of her bedroom door. But Molly wasn’t there. 
 
    “Hey, are you in the bathroom?” she called, crossing the hall and knocking on the door, but the door opened easily to an empty room. 
 
    She hurried down the stairs back to the living room and scooped up her cell phone from the floor. She called Molly’s cell phone and impatiently waited for her to pick up. She was irritated that Molly hadn’t told her she was leaving and concerned because she’d never done anything like this before. 
 
    The phone didn’t ring even once, and there was no preamble before Molly’s cheery recorded message called out, “Hey! You’ve reached Molly Connolly, but I’m not actually able to pick up right now! Leave a message!” 
 
    Alexis waited for the beep and just asked, trying to sound calm: “Where’d you go? Call me when you turn your phone on.” She hung up and chewed on her bottom lip. Molly was probably fine—there was no real reason to think that she wasn’t. And yet.… 
 
    Alexis almost tripped trying to put her shoes on and fast-walked down the street to Molly’s house. She might have run, but it was too far for her to keep up that pace, and she didn’t want to attract too much attention. When she reached Molly’s house, the car sat in the driveway. Her first thought was that she shouldn’t interrupt them if they were talking things over—her second was that she really didn’t care; she just wanted to know that Molly was safe. 
 
    She knocked briskly, trying to calm her frantically racing heart. Mrs. Connolly threw the door open, her hair and eyes wild and her mouth half open to reprimand. When she realized it was Alexis, she slumped against the doorframe. “Have you come to play peacemaker?” she asked, inviting Alexis inside. 
 
    Alexis paused before entering. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Mrs. Connolly frowned. “I assume you’re here to plead her case and argue why I shouldn’t ground her for that ridiculous stunt last night.” 
 
    “Ridiculous stunt? She came and spent the night with me.” 
 
    “For taking my car!” she growled. “I don’t care how many nights she spends with you.” 
 
    Alexis pursed her lips. “No, I just wanted to see if she was okay.” 
 
    Mrs. Connolly blinked at her. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “She left this morning without saying anything and I thought—” 
 
    “She left?” Mrs. Connolly reached for her, grabbing her shoulders. “What do you mean she left?” 
 
    “I—she’s not here?” 
 
    “No! I thought she was still with you!” 
 
    “No, no, no,” Alexis replied, feeling as if she might hyperventilate. “I—she.” She took a deep breath and said, “She might have lost her phone and uh, gone looking for it. It’s hard to wake me up, she probably left a note and it … it just got lost or something. I’ll just—I’ll look around. She’s probably fine. She is fine.” She tried to think back to the last time she’d seen Molly use her phone. It had been at least a few days. The last person Molly had plans with besides Alexis had been Cassi. “I’ll just call Cassi, see if she’s seen her.” 
 
    “I’ll call her father,” Mrs. Connolly replied, racing for the kitchen. 
 
    Alexis stopped with her phone halfway to her ear. “You have his number?” she demanded, wondering if Molly knew.  
 
    “I have his old cellphone number,” she explained, running a hand through her thin hair. “I haven’t tried calling in a long time, but if Molly went to find him….” 
 
    “Molly wouldn’t have done that,” Alexis insisted. 
 
    “We don’t know that!” Mrs. Connolly shouted, then she turned again and went to find the phone. 
 
    “She wouldn’t have,” Alexis muttered. 
 
    * 
 
    Alexis spent two hours trying to get ahold of everyone she could think of, alternating between phone when she happened to have their number, and social media when she didn’t. No one had seen or heard from Molly. That evening, Mrs. Connolly called the police. 
 
    Alexis didn’t want to believe Molly had left. It was possible, she conceded, because Molly may have wanted to get away from her mother. Or Mrs. Connolly may have been correct—Molly may have found something about her father or heard from him in some way and gone chasing after him. But the more she thought about it, the less she believed it. She simply didn’t believe that Molly would leave town without telling anyone, and she certainly didn’t believe that Molly would abandon her. They were friends—they were best friends. Molly wouldn’t leave her like that, without a word. Not by choice. 
 
    As soon as she had the idea, she couldn’t shake it—the only explanation she could accept was that someone had taken Molly. She walked slowly upstairs to her bedroom and flopped onto the bed, staring at the ceiling as she tried to think of who on earth would want to kidnap Molly, and why. Had they seen anyone strange recently? Not that she could remember. Her father had supposedly left to get away—unless Mrs. Connolly had been lying—so that meant he wouldn’t have taken her.  
 
    After several minutes, she had to admit that nothing came to mind—nothing realistic, at least. It wasn’t that she believed no one would hurt Molly; she wasn’t naïve, but she couldn’t think of when it would have happened. There was still the issue of Molly leaving the house in the first place with no one noticing. That had to be voluntary; because Alexis would have heard or noticed something if someone had come into her house and kidnapped her friend. Molly was sweet and energetic, but she could be loud when necessary, and would have fought off an attacker if she’d had any chance. Alexis would have heard the noise. As it was, she couldn’t make sense of what happened. There were missing pieces to this puzzle, and it hurt Alexis’ head to try to see the big picture with so many gaping holes in it. 
 
    * 
 
    Alexis’ mother answered the door when the police officers came. Alexis listened to her parents answer the officers’ questions from her bedroom doorway. She sat with her knees pulled up to her chest and her head leaning against the doorframe, her eyes closed, and her hands clenched tight. It was a long time before her mother finally came to fetch her, startled when she found Alexis watching her from the top of the stairs. “Why don’t you come down now?” she suggested. Alexis pushed herself into a standing position and tromped down the stairs, her hands in her pockets. Her father and the officers were waiting in the kitchen. She watched the officers warily as she settled into one of the chairs at the kitchen island. There were two of them: a tall, Hispanic man with a little goatee and mustache set, and a shorter, blonde female with her hair pulled into a severe bun.  
 
     “We have a few questions for you about your friend Molly,” the male officer informed her. His voice was low and mellow, meant to be soothing, but it didn’t quite work on Alexis. 
 
    “Okay,” she replied, fidgeting with a piece of junk mail.  
 
    He had a pen poised over a notepad as he asked, “When was the last time you saw her?” 
 
    “She spent the night here, we fell asleep around two in the morning, and when I woke up she was gone,” she murmured softly. She took a deep breath and mentally reviewed her day before saying, “I think I woke up a little past one.” 
 
    She watched as he scribbled his notes. He glanced up again and gave her a reassuring smile. “Did anything happen recently that might have upset her?” 
 
    She glanced down at the mail she was holding—an advertisement for deodorant. “She had a fight with her mom. It was kind of heated, and yeah, she was upset.” She glanced at her parents, now feeling guilty for not mentioning it earlier. “That’s one of the reasons she was spending the night.” 
 
    After asking for a few more details, he continued, “Did she give any indication she was planning on running away?” 
 
    Alexis expected the question, but she still frowned, upset that the police were convinced that Molly had run away. Alexis had time to look around while she waited for the police and realized that Molly’s hastily packed bag was missing; Molly so rarely had luggage that it hadn’t even occurred to Alexis to look before. But she’d also realized that Molly hadn’t had any mode of transport to get out of town without someone seeing her. As far as Alexis knew, Molly hadn’t taken anyone’s car, and she didn’t have the money to take a bus anywhere far. She also couldn’t imagine Molly hitchhiking—they’d seen enough horror movies to avoid that.  
 
    “Well?” the female officer asked, clearly irritated that Alexis hadn’t answered quickly enough. 
 
    “No,” she stated firmly. She could have mentioned Molly’s hasty exclamation about wanting to leave town, but was certain that she didn’t mean it—not really, not so soon, not without telling anyone. 
 
    The female officer was glaring, as if she realized Alexis was holding something back, and opened her mouth, perhaps to demand a better answer, but her partner continued along the same line of questions as before. 
 
    “Has she contacted you at all since she left?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Have you tried contacting her?” 
 
    “Yeah. I called her phone, but it’s either off or she lost it, and I’ve been trying to message her all day.” She flipped a piece of mail over. “Nothing.” 
 
    The officer continued to write his notes. When he looked up again, his eyes stayed steady on her, ready to observe her reaction to his next question. “Has Molly had any contact with her father since he left?” 
 
    She’d been thinking about this ever since Mrs. Connolly had tried to call him without success, but nothing came to mind. “Not that I know of.” She couldn’t imagine Molly getting a phone call or e-mail from her dad and not telling her. She’d either be raging about it or so happy she couldn’t hold it in. She also would have brought it up in the argument with her mother. 
 
    “What was her relationship with her father?” 
 
    Alexis just stared blankly at the officer, so he elaborated, “Were they close?” 
 
    “Not really.” Alexis had barely ever talked to Mr. Connolly—he’d always seemed too busy. 
 
    “Did Molly give any indication that she wanted to see him again?” 
 
    Alexis hesitated, looking up at the ceiling as she tried to recall. They didn’t talk about it much because it was still a fresh wound for Molly. “Umm … no?” 
 
    “Did she bring anything unusual with her last night? Anything that might have seemed odd to bring for a one-night sleepover?” the female officer asked quickly before her partner could continue with his questioning.  
 
    “It wasn’t a one-night thing, so she brought a bag with a couple days’ worth of clothes,” Alexis replied, crossing her arms over her chest. “Since she was so upset, we both figured it’d be better for her to spend a few days over here.” 
 
    The female officer pounced on that answer, turning to Alexis’ parents to demand, “Did they tell you of this plan? You didn’t mention it in our conversation.” 
 
    Alexis’ mother shrugged. “We never know with Molly. The girls sometimes seem like they’re attached at the hip. We insist on no sleepovers on a school night, but as soon as summer comes around, there’s no harm in it.” Alexis knew that her mother was edging around the fact that Molly was Alexis’ only close friend and her parents were just happy she had someone to spend time with.  
 
    “Did either of the girls mention the fight Molly had with her mother?” the male officer asked. 
 
    “No,” Mr. Dearborn replied, his arm around his wife’s waist.  
 
    “Why not?” the female piped up, interrupting her partner before he could probably ask the same.  
 
    “Molly didn’t mention anything because she didn’t want to talk about it,” Alexis replied, upset at the accusatory tone. “I didn’t mention it because she didn’t want me to.” Before they could ask any other questions, Alexis went on the offensive. “Why do you think she ran away? Where would she even run to? And how exactly do you think she left? Did you find a note? Or any evidence besides the fact that she’s missing to imply she left of her own free will?” She was a little short of breath by the time she’d asked all her questions. 
 
    “There’s no evidence to imply she didn’t,” the blonde snapped. Alexis looked her over coolly and decided that she was probably new, and that was why she kept interrupting. 
 
    “Do you have reason to believe she didn’t leave voluntarily?” the male officer asked with interest. 
 
    “No,” Alexis replied sullenly. “But it’s not like her to run away. Not without telling me.” 
 
    “Perhaps she didn’t want you to lie to the police,” he suggested. Alexis opened her mouth to protest, but he continued in a mollifying tone, “And I know you’re telling the truth that you don’t know where she went. We will investigate all avenues, but with the evidence we do have—the fight with her mother, the bag she’d packed, and a history of being emotional—we must treat this like she ran away. If we find any evidence to the contrary, then we’ll focus on that line of investigation.” 
 
    His answer, as gentle as it was, frustrated her. “How are you supposed to find this evidence if you aren’t even looking?” Alexis demanded. Then she hopped off her chair and announced, “I don’t have anything more to say to you,” and walked out of the room with her nose in the air and her curls bobbing with her quick strides.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five: On the Hunt 
 
      
 
    Alexis closed her door so that she couldn’t hear the ongoing conversation between her parents and the police, then pulled out her laptop. She sat cross-legged with the laptop in her lap and began researching ‘How to Find a Missing Person’. The first step, of course, had been to contact the police. Half of the remaining steps also involved contacting authority figures of one sort or another. She was frustrated to find that every suggestion was common sense: contact professionals, check social media, ask friends and family. It was exactly everything that had already been done, and it wasn’t helping. She didn’t need the common-sense suggestions; she needed a way to actually find Molly. 
 
    What she really felt she needed to do was go searching for Molly herself, but that was impractical. It was getting late, and her parents would be protective knowing that something had happened to Molly. She didn’t expect to find Molly hiding in the town somewhere—but she did hope to find some clue or another. Where had they been recently? They hadn’t done anything out of the ordinary—they’d gone to the movie store, the mall, the grocery store. She paused, a thought occurring to her—there had been someone at the mall, asking Molly questions—personal questions. She glanced at the door, hesitating—should she tell the police, or would they dismiss her? Molly had said that it was someone taking a survey, but it was a strange coincidence that she had gone missing the same night. Could Molly have made the mistake of giving him some sort of personal information?  
 
    She approached her bedroom door and opened it, peeking around the corner. The sounds of conversation had disappeared; she’d been on her computer longer than she’d thought, and the police had already left. She could call them—they probably had given her parents some form of direct communication—but the thought of the ornery blond made her hesitate. Would they take her suggestion seriously, or keep to their path? All she had was a short encounter in a food court, and she couldn’t even give a decent description of the man. She closed the door again and returned to her laptop, a decision made. 
 
    She sent a terse message to Cassi, asking if she and Molly had seen anyone weird while they were hanging out. She received a reply in the negative surprisingly quickly and moved on. Or, she was about to, when another question occurred to her. There wasn’t just one stranger interested in Molly. After more than a week, Alexis had almost forgotten about the boy at the party, especially since Molly had said he’d never approached her. Alexis messaged Cassi again, this time asking if she’d seen someone matching his admittedly vague description. Again, the reply she received was terse. 
 
    Alexis was continuing her research—she’d found a forum where people discussed their grief and their own searches for lost ones and was reading through the posts—when Cassi messaged her again. 
 
    Why are you bugging me about this anyway? 
 
    Alexis quickly typed back, You don’t know? 
 
    Know what? 
 
    She nibbled on her lip—she didn’t like Cassi, but the girl was still good friends with Molly, and Alexis knew Cassi would be upset by the news. Still, if Cassi didn’t already know, someone had to tell her. Molly’s missing. 
 
    Of course I know that. What does that have to do with my party? 
 
    Alexis considered how to phrase her concerns before typing back. That guy was asking about her. I just thought it was weird. 
 
    You tell the police? 
 
    Not yet, I just thought of it. I thought if you knew his name it would be easier. 
 
    I don’t. 
 
    Alexis sighed in defeat and typed back, Thanks anyway. 
 
    She closed the messenger and returned to reading posts at the forum, but they were all depressing, especially the ones about little kids. She was just about to shut down her computer and try to sleep when her messenger popped up with one last reply from Cassi: Wait, there was this one guy. 
 
    Alexis caught her breath and typed quickly, What do you remember? 
 
    Like, not much, but this guy asked me if I grew up in the area, and then asked if I knew Molly’s name. 
 
    Do you know his name? 
 
    There was a long pause where Alexis tried to hold her breath, but eventually she had to breathe out. It took almost five minutes for Cassi to tentatively reply, Maybe Jackson? 
 
    Alexis stared at the computer—she had a name, and she was almost too stunned to believe it. Before she could thank Cassi again, another message came in. 
 
    What are you going to do? 
 
    I’m going to find her. 
 
    Good. 
 
    It was the most civil exchange they’d ever had. There were no traded barbs or sarcastic remarks. Molly would have been proud of them. In order not to ruin the effort, Alexis left the conversation at that. She set her alarm for nine in the morning, the earliest she’d be able to drag herself out of bed, and tried to get some sleep. It was a restless night, full of anxious dreams that she couldn’t remember in the morning. 
 
    * 
 
    Alexis wanted something concrete before she moved forward. There was nothing she would find at Cassi’s house about the boy at the party, so her next best bet was to find the other one from the mall. If she was lucky, she’d spot him again. Her gas tank was almost on empty, but she drove to the mall anyway. 
 
    It wasn’t quite ten yet when Alexis arrived, so she had to wait in her car until it officially opened. She’d barely entered JC Penney when she heard a familiar voice energetically calling, “Alexis, hey! What’s up?” Mandy was standing behind the counter facing the door with a pleasant-looking, middle-aged woman.  
 
    “Shopping,” she muttered, not sure that she should admit to her real motives. Then she asked, “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I work here now!” Mandy chirped proudly. “Did you need help finding anything? I may only be on my second week, but I know this store pretty well.”  
 
    Alexis rubbed the back of her neck. “No, I was just gonna look around.” 
 
    “Amanda,” the older woman interrupted with a soft, heavily creased smile, “Would you like to take a break with your friend?” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Mandy asked, though she was smiling. “We just opened up.” 
 
    “We’ll be slow for a while, go ahead,” the woman replied, waving them off. 
 
    “Thanks, Sherry!” Mandy scampered out from behind the counter before her trainer could change her mind. 
 
    “Just be back in fifteen minutes. I want you to get as much practice as possible,” Sherry called after them as Mandy started leading Alexis through the store. 
 
    “Hey, so how are you doing?” Mandy asked solicitously. 
 
    Alexis blinked at her, unsure how to reply. “I’m … coping,” she finally stated. 
 
    Mandy examined her with a critical eye and finally proclaimed, “You look exhausted. Did you get any sleep at all last night?” 
 
    She pursed her lips and admitted, “Not really.” Before Mandy could ask anything else, Alexis interjected, “Have you heard from her?” 
 
    Mandy shook her head, her expression sad. “No—but we all know you’d hear from her before anyone else. Have you?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    Alexis’ shoulders slumped—she didn’t actually expect Mandy to know anything, but she had still hoped. “No, I haven’t.” 
 
    “I can’t believe that. I mean, Molly and I are more hang-out friends than chat-all-the-time friends, so I could see her not telling me where she was going, but I thought that girl told you everything.” 
 
    “Only if she left voluntarily,” Alexis said darkly. 
 
    Mandy’s brow furrowed at this accusation, but she didn’t have a reply. Instead, she pasted an overly bright smile on her face and stopped Alexis with a hand on her shoulder. “Hey, I have an idea! My cousin and I are taking a couple of people camping for the next few days; we’re leaving tomorrow and we have space in the car, why don’t you join us?” 
 
    “I dunno,” Alexis began, taken aback by the sudden invitation. 
 
    Mandy was somehow managing to smile encouragingly and pout at the same time. “Please? Please, please? It’ll be fun!” 
 
    Alexis wondered for a minute if Mandy had some ulterior motive, but nothing came to mind. Since it was summer break, there wasn’t any homework Mandy might need help with. But looking into Mandy’s eyes, she realized that the other girl wasn’t thinking of what Alexis could do for her, but rather what she could do for Alexis. As soon as she had the thought, she felt guilty for suspecting her motives. To soothe her guilty conscious, she hastily agreed, “Sure, Mandy. That would be great.” The words had barely left her lips before she regretted her decision, but it was too late. 
 
    “Ohh, goodie. It’ll be so fun; there’s this awesome lake we can go swimming in, and some nice woodsy places to like, explore I guess. We’ll probably see lots of deer or bunnies,” she rambled as they circled around, heading back to her cashier’s post. 
 
    “Hey, I have a question,” Alexis brought up, surprising Mandy. “Why does Sherry call you Amanda?” 
 
    Mandy laughed and explained, “It just sounds more professional, dontcha think?”  
 
    “Yeah, that makes sense.”  
 
    When they reached the counter, Mandy said, “Awesome, so I’ll see you tomorrow.” She was about to return to her post when she stopped and said, “Oh, wow, I’m such a space case. I don’t even have your number!” 
 
    Alexis pulled out her own phone and Mandy stifled a laugh; it was an old flip phone, scrapped and battered, but at least it worked. They exchanged numbers and Mandy seemed satisfied. 
 
    “Cool. If you want, you can text me anytime. I might not answer if I’m at work, so don’t like, worry or anything. Anyway, I’ll see you tomorrow!” 
 
    “See ya later,” Alexis replied, giving her a little, jerky wave. She nodded at Sherry who smiled kindly in return, and then made her way through the store toward the exit into the mall. 
 
    Alexis went straight to the food court, found a seat by the fountain, and sat with her arms crossed, leaning back in the metal chair. She watched people as they walked by, scanning their faces, even though she wasn’t sure what she was looking for. She might have paid more attention if she’d known Molly was going to disappear, but for now she would have to work with the minimal memories she had.  
 
    This proved to be an unsuccessful strategy. She was beginning to fidget after fifteen minutes, but she made herself observe the crowd for an hour before giving it up as a bad investment. Even if either of the men were in the crowd, she might not spot them, or she might not recognize them. She sighed heavily and rubbed her eyes with one hand. This was a terrible idea. She needed to tell the police what she remembered and leave it to them. This realization grated her nerves. Some stubborn part of her wanted to be the one to find Molly. Yes, she wanted Molly home safe, but she had to admit that she also wanted to prove that she was right—that Molly wouldn’t leave her. But she was starting to realize that if there were clues to Molly’s disappearance, Alexis didn’t have the skills to find them. She returned home and, despite her hesitations, planned for the next day.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six: A Trip to Remember 
 
      
 
    Alexis’ mother was so glad that Alexis was going away for the weekend with a whole group of friends that she gave her fifty dollars for gas and spending money. She was more excited about the camping trip than Alexis was, but that wasn’t very hard. Alexis had mostly agreed to go because she decided to try this ‘making new friends’ concept, because she had no idea how to go about this detective business, and staying here would just drive her crazy.  
 
    Mandy and her entourage scrambled out for proper introductions. “This is Becky, my cousin.” Becky was a slim blonde, shorter than Mandy though a few years older. “And her friend Veronica.” Veronica was a tall, thickset girl with faded pink hair and several piercings. 
 
    “You can call me V, if you want,” she said cheerfully. 
 
    “And this is my friend Alexis,” Mandy finished with a flourish of her hand and a broad grin. 
 
    Alexis forced herself to smile and nod acknowledgements to everyone. Cassi greeted Alexis politely and she returned the favor, but neither greeting held any real warmth. Alexis hadn’t realized Cassi was joining them, but she should have guessed. She caught Mandy looking at her, half-guilty and half-anticipatory, and gave her a slight smile to reassure her that she wasn’t upset. Mandy grinned back in relief. 
 
    “This it?” she asked, looking at Alexis’ small backpack with a pillow and sleeping bag barely attached to the top. 
 
    She shrugged and settled it among the rest of the stuffed bags. Alexis, Veronica, and Becky climbed into the back, each of them with a bag at their feet or in their lap. 
 
    Alexis thought the drive would be awkward, but Becky and Veronica took the time to engage her in conversation. At first it was just small talk, but once they discovered some things in common—namely a love of books, both classic and contemporary—their conversation became more immersive and excited. They spent the first part of the drive debating the good parts of Anna Karenina, the rise of Steampunk, and the trials and tribulations of romantic heroes.  
 
    “You know what today is?” Veronica announced halfway through the drive. 
 
    “What?” Alexis asked, half-laughing. 
 
    “Midsummer.” When this didn’t get the reaction she expected, she added, “Longest day of the year?” 
 
     “Oh, cool,” Alexis replied, smiling encouragingly. 
 
    “I like the play,” Cassi called back, surprising them. “Though, I mean, some of it was really ridiculous.” She paused, then added, “Okay, all of it was really ridiculous, but that’s only because Puck decided to mess with everybody.” 
 
    “Well, faeries are like that, though,” Veronica replied with a casualness that surprised Alexis. 
 
    “Causing trouble for everybody?” Cassi called back, not bothering to turn around this time. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, all the time. I mean, consider Tinkerbelle. She spent half the story screwing with Wendy.” 
 
    “I thought that was just because she was jealous,” Alexis said, watching Cassi and Veronica with interest. 
 
    “It was, but like, it’s all there in the old stories.” 
 
    Alexis glanced at Becky for confirmation. Becky shrugged, “Faeries aren’t my thing. V’s always been super into them though.” 
 
    “Think about it,” Veronica began, seeming to really get into her rant now. “Puck has a great time messing with everyone, he finds it hilarious. And even the faeries in Disney movies tend to be mischievous. Those three faeries in Sleeping Beauty don’t talk out their problems over that scene—you know, with the ‘make it pink, make it blue’—they just keep making decisions on their own that cause problems, like a disaster dress that no one likes.” 
 
    “Okay, okay, we get it, V. You love faeries and you love Puck, but we’re moving on now,” Becky interrupted with a shake of her head. Then she asked Mandy, “How much further?”  
 
    It took another hour to get to the camping grounds. There was a lake somewhere out there, but their campsite was on the other side, in and amongst the trees and in the shadow of a forest-covered hill. It took over an hour to get the tents set up. Becky, Veronica, and Alexis shared one tent while Cassi and Mandy shared another. 
 
    The tent Alexis was spending the night in was barely big enough to hold the three of them, so most of their luggage had to be stored in the car. Alexis looked at her thin, flat sleeping bag rolled on the bumpy floor of the tent and sighed—she wasn’t going to get much sleep while she was here. But it might be a good thing that her bed for the next few days was going to be uncomfortable—if it wasn’t, she might disappear for the entire evening with one of the books that she brought, and that would defeat the purpose of coming. She ducked out of the tent and joined everyone by the campfire Mandy was building. 
 
    “I was a girl scout,” she explained, grinning at Alexis. 
 
    “I tried that too, but I didn’t really like it,” Alexis replied, sitting cross-legged on the smooth, sandy dirt near the fire pit.  
 
    “That doesn’t surprise me,” Cassi chimed in. 
 
    Instead of replying, Alexis pursed her lips and turned away. She changed the subject, asking, “What’s our plan?” 
 
    “Tonight we’re just going to settle in,” Becky explained as she pulled out a cooler and food from the trunk of the car. “Tomorrow we’re going to go to the lake, and maybe take a hike.” 
 
    “There’s this cute little town nearby with a lot of awesome shops,” Mandy piped up. “A lot of touristy stuff, and like, an antique shop too.” 
 
    Veronica was staring at the fire when she suddenly announced, “I wish we could make it bigger. Have like, a bonfire.” 
 
    “Why?” Cassie asked. 
 
    “I dunno, it just seems like the thing to do for Midsummer. I always think about celebrating it somehow, but I can never think of what to do.” 
 
    “So, what, you think the best way to celebrate is to dance around a bonfire?” Cassi asked with a little snort. 
 
    Instead of taking it as an insult, Veronica grinned. “Sounds fun, right? And probably safer than attracting faeries.” 
 
    “Faeries again?” Cassi rolled her eyes and went to the cooler they’d brought to look for something to eat.  
 
    “Do you actually believe in faeries?” Alexis asked with interest.  
 
    Veronica shrugged. “I don’t see why not. There’s all sorts of stories about mythical creatures, so I’m not about to discount them.” 
 
    “What sort of stories do you know about faeries? I mean, are you just talking about fairy tales?” 
 
    “Maybe the Brothers Grimm ones. I told you, faeries are troublemakers, and a lot of the stories about them are kind of nasty.” 
 
    “So why do you like them so much?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Why do people like horror movies? I just find them exciting. Do you know what a changeling is?” 
 
    Alexis shook her head. 
 
    “It’s when a faery steals a human child and replaces them with one of their own, usually as babies.” She sighed dramatically, “Sometimes I think I may be one, you know?” 
 
    “But would they steal a kid?” Alexis asked, frowning. 
 
    Becky sat down next to them with a hot dog on a stick, placing it over the fire. “Faeries are just like any other supernatural explanation for something totally normal. I read this article that said the story of changelings probably came about because of autism. You know, the kid starts acting different, not like other kids. You don’t know what autism is, so you have to assume hey, that’s not really my kid, it’s like an alien replaced them.” 
 
    Veronica pouted at her friend. “You’re no fun.” 
 
    “V and I have been over this,” Becky explained with an uneasy smile. “She’ll see something unexplained on the news and it’s all oh, maybe faeries did it.” 
 
    “Not always,” Veronica replied with a good-natured grumble. Alexis was surprised that V didn’t seem insulted at all by her friend’s disbelief. She simply winked at Alexis and replied, “One of these days, I’m going to be right though.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’m gonna see someone’s gone missing and I’ll be like, oh, faeries did it, and I’ll be right!” 
 
    Alexis licked her lips nervously and repeated, “Someone going missing? Not just … kids?” 
 
    “Absolutely, anyone’s fair game. You piss them off, they think you’re pretty, they’re bored that day. Any reason really for them to just whisk you away.” 
 
    It was crazy. It was totally stupid. It was impossible. And yet, Alexis found herself thinking of Molly, and she couldn’t help but ask, “Whisk you away where?” 
 
    “Alexis!” 
 
    She jumped and looked up to find Cassi glowering down at her. “She’s kidding. She doesn’t actually believe in faeries. She’s just baiting you.” She glared at Veronica, who was blinking at her in surprise. “Don’t fall for everything you hear.” 
 
    “What is your problem?” Veronica demandad. 
 
    “You are,” Cassi replied. “You’re filling her head with these stupid fantasy explanations.” She turned to glare again at Alexis. “I can see the way your mind is working. Molly left—she wasn’t taken by faeries, she just ran away. She left us, and we just have to deal with that.” 
 
    Alexis’ mouth dropped open. How had Cassi known what she was thinking? “I—” she began, but then stopped and glanced at Veronica, who appeared guilty. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t know,” she muttered. 
 
    Becky gave Alexis a sympathetic look that made her feel even more stupid. But instead of commenting on the topic, she asked, “Do you want a hot dog?” 
 
    Alexis shrugged, unable to muster any more enthusiasm. She took the offered hot dog, placed it in a bun, and proceeded to poke and stare at it morosely. It took her almost a half hour to finish it. 
 
    * 
 
    As the sun was setting, they were joined by unexpected visitors. A group of four men approached their camp. “Do you mind if we join you lovely ladies?” one asked while they were still a few feet away, giving them a chance to say no. He had a bottle of wine in hand that he held up as an offering. 
 
    “Not at all,” Cassi said, looking them up and down with keen interest. There were four of them; two looked alike, but not necessarily related. They just had similar shades of light brown hair and the same slight, tall builds. The one who had called out to them had golden-blond hair, a dark tan, and perfect white teeth. The last one had long black hair pulled back into a ponytail. Though the others were cheerful and talkative, drawing attention to themselves, Alexis found herself watching him. He didn’t say anything, even in greeting, though he did nod once in acknowledgement while his friends greeted everyone. When he caught her staring, his dark eyes raked her, more assessing than interested, and she felt herself blush and frown at the same time. He seemed to realize that she’d caught him staring, and instead of turning away, he continued to stare. She could have looked away first, but she took his stare as a challenge, one that she was too stubborn to lose. Eventually, he turned away first and sat next to Becky. The leader sat next to a smugly delighted Cassi, who seemed to appreciate his golden appearance. 
 
    One of the brunets sat by Veronica and the other by Alexis. He smiled at her, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes and it had a calculating edge to it, like he was trying too hard to be charming. She wanted to inch away from him, but after winning the silent challenge with the other boy she refused to lose now by showing her discomfort. So she sat perfectly still, her back straight and her eyes focused on the fire.  
 
    “What were you all talking about?” the leader asked, leaning back and supporting himself with his hands. 
 
    “Oh, this and that,” Cassi said flippantly, throwing her hair over her shoulder. “Nothing really all that interesting. What’s your name?” 
 
    He didn’t seem to hear the question. “Well, I’m glad that it sounds like we weren’t interrupting. We were just thinking about what a shame it was that we were out here all on our own on this beautiful night, and then we heard such lovely tinkling laughter that we just had to investigate. Isn’t that right?” He gave his companions a toothy smile. 
 
    His eyes landed on Alexis for a second with unnerving intensity. Forgetting her resolve to stay firm—to not back away from these men—she inched away from the flames so that she’d be harder to see clearly. The man next to her didn’t seem to notice, but she noticed the way the black-haired boy’s gaze shifted to her before returning to look ahead.  
 
    She tuned out of the conversation, it was just social inanities anyway: ‘What are you doing out here? What are your plans for tomorrow? Where are you from?’ 
 
    She’d managed to back so far out of the conversation that they seemed to forget she was there. At one point, she overheard Becky and her companion discussing her.  
 
    “The girl with the red hair, is she always this quiet?” 
 
    “Oh, Alexis? Umm, no, that’s our fault. She was pretty chatty earlier, but some stuff came up, and it turns out she lost her friend and some insensitive stuff was kind of said that upset her.” 
 
    “Her friend died?” 
 
    “Disappeared, I guess. Ran away. I think she’s just depressed, because she hasn’t heard from her in a week or something like that. Y’know, feeling a bit abandoned.” Becky looked over then and realized that Alexis watching them, listening to the conversation. She blushed and muttered, “Sorry, didn’t realize … no offense. I’d be upset too.” 
 
    Alexis shrugged and looked away. It wasn’t their business, but it wasn’t really a secret either. The brunet brushed his shoulder against hers and she cringed away. She felt claustrophobic, even though that couldn’t possibly make sense. But there were too many people, too many strangers, too much noise, and Molly wasn’t here, and she couldn’t take it and—she pushed abruptly to her feet. “I’ll be back.” 
 
    Her movement startled the others and she took a self-conscious moment to look at their faces before she turned away and ran to the woods. Mandy called out to her, but she heard one of the men say, “She’ll be fine. Let her go for now.”  
 
    Alexis didn’t go very far before she slowed to a walk. For a few minutes, she followed a trail that led up the slope of the hill. She wondered if they’d have a chance to climb that hill in the daylight, how high it went, what kind of scenery there’d be. As she rose higher, she looked at the steep downward slope that formed on the other side of the trail. It might have been perfectly safe in the daylight, but it seemed ominous and endless in the dark. Though she couldn’t see it properly, she kept an eye on it as she walked. 
 
    “Hey, sweetness, where you are going?”  
 
    The voice in the darkness startled her and she turned sharply, her hands clenched as she narrowed her eyes at the caller. Two of the men had separated from the group and followed her. She couldn’t see their faces, the moonlight barely penetrated the trees, but she thought it was the brunets. One took a step forward and she saw a strange flash of gold light, like the glimmer of cat’s eyes in the dark. 
 
    “Just for a walk,” she said, crossing her arms in front of her in a defensive position. 
 
    “Why don’t we accompany you?” the other asked, sliding in next to her, his motions fluid and smooth. Something flickered behind him for a second, but she couldn’t seem to focus on it. It might have just been some insect, but it seemed bigger than that. 
 
    She stepped away from him before he could touch her. “I’d rather go alone, thanks.” 
 
    “It’s not safe for a girl to be alone. Come on, we insist.” He put his arm around Alexis’ shoulders, pulling her in close to his side. She expected him to smell of alcohol or cigarettes, so it surprised her that he smelled more like mushrooms and damp dirt, though the scent was still unpleasant. The smell muddled her brain and she looked up at him dully. Maybe she should walk with them. It was more dangerous to walk alone, after all. 
 
    “Let her go.” 
 
    Alexis hadn’t even heard him walk up. It was the man that had been talking with Becky, the one with the long black hair. His voice held a command that broke through her foggy mind, but neither of the boys listened. 
 
    “C’mon, we just want to have a little fun with the gal. She’s up for it, ain’tcha?” the first boy asked, his leer obvious even in the dark. 
 
    She didn’t look away from the general direction of the other man’s face. It was impossible to see his expression in the dark, but she could see the outline in his body, and he was tensed for a fight—apparently ready to come to her rescue. She frowned and yanked away from the man holding her. He wasn’t expecting it, so she slid from his grasp easily. Too easily. She’d used more strength than necessary, and her extra momentum kept her going as she slipped on the decomposing leaves and plants making up the trail floor. She had just caught her balance when the other man had tackled her—possibly in some misguided attempt to save her—and sent them both rolling down the hill. Her eyes opened wider in shock as they rolled, tumbling over so that one minute she saw the dark trees, the moonlight shining through, and the next she saw his face, eyes squeezed shut. 
 
    At one point, she thought the light had changed, and sunlight had shown through the branches of barren trees, but the image disappeared as soon as they rolled over again. It wasn’t long before they had run out of hill and were lying flat on the ground.  
 
    “You should be more careful,” he murmured against her hair, still holding her tight. 
 
    “That—you!” she sputtered, pulling up and away from him. He let her go easily, though he kept a steadying hand on her as they both sat up. They were close enough for her to see his face now, and his pupils were huge, giving his thin face an eerie, feline appearance. 
 
     “I would have been fine if you hadn’t pushed me over!” 
 
    He reached out and brushed her wrist with the tips of his fingers, not reacting to her accusation. “Don’t go looking for her,” he said. 
 
    She stared at him, then narrowed her eyes. She didn’t have to ask who he meant. “Do you know something about it?” 
 
    He didn’t answer her question, instead he just used one finger to trace lazily over her wrist. The movement tickled, but she didn’t pull away or acknowledge his touch. 
 
    “Have you seen Molly?” she demanded. “Who are you?” She could hear the distant calls of distress from higher on the hill. They’d landed lower than the campsite because the other side of the hill dipped into a shallow valley.  
 
    “Go back to them,” he murmured. He picked up her wrist and kissed the spot he’d been tracing. “And live a normal, happy life.”  
 
    “What does that mean?” she demanded as she stood up, brushed the leaf debris off her pants, and checked herself over to make sure she’d be able to walk back up the hill. 
 
    “Alexis, are you okay? Oh my god, you aren’t dead, are you?” Mandy’s frantic voice called from halfway down the hill, coming toward them. 
 
    Alexis glared at the man, a look that promised she would get answers to her questions, but his face was neutral as he stood up. She turned back to the hill and called, “I’m fine, don’t worry. Just a few scrapes and bumps.” She turned around to interrogate him further but found that he wasn’t standing behind her anymore. She should have been surprised, but something about him made sudden disappearances seem almost expected.  
 
    Veronica was the one that found her and helped her up the hill. The group surrounded her, giving her little hugs and touches to assure themselves that she was safe even as they chided her for going off on her own. By the time they reached the campfire, no one else seemed to remember that the strange men had joined their group. They chalked Alexis’ midnight hike up to her tendency toward being a loner and didn’t seem to think of it any longer. Again, for some reason Alexis wasn’t surprised that they’d forgotten. Maybe it was the thought at the back of her mind that she had imagined the events, that their version of the story was true. But she was suspicious of these thoughts and pushed them back, stubborn enough to believe that she knew the truth.  
 
    “Oh god, this trip is a disaster,” Mandy moaned, watching in horror as Alexis rubbed a bruise on her hip. She was still covered in leaf debris and dirt, but because of the old leaves, her ride down the hill had been fairly padded. She would be sore in the morning, but she had a strange feeling that it wasn’t as bad as it could have been. Mandy continued watching her and finally moaned, “We should go home tomorrow.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Alexis assured her. “I’m fine. It would be a waste if we went home early.” She was lying. She wanted to go home so badly, not because she was depressed, but because the strange events had spurred her into further action. Even if Molly did run away, it was important for Alexis to see her again, hear her reasons. She wasn’t going to listen to some guy with a White Knight complex. She smirked, thinking about the irony that his pleas for her to leave it alone were the reason she wouldn’t stop looking.  
 
    Mandy sniffed, not really crying but not really holding back her distress either. “Really?” 
 
    “Really. I’m looking forward to going to the lake tomorrow.” She couldn’t go home early; it would just upset her parents. Besides, she had to make a new, better plan for how to find Molly, and that would take a cool head. She’d force herself to relax and at least pretend to enjoy camping, and then she could get to work. “Hey, did we bring marshmallows?” she asked, for a distraction. “I’m really craving some s’mores.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven: Research and Development 
 
      
 
    “How was camping?” her mother asked as soon as Alexis walked in the door late in the afternoon.  
 
    “Fine,” Alexis said, darting a glance at the stairs up to her room. 
 
    Her mother’s smile strained at the short response, but she persisted. “Did you have a lot of fun with your friends?” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    “Did you go swimming?” 
 
    Alexis shrugged distractedly. “Not really. I hung out on the beach while they goofed around in the water.” 
 
    “S’mores?” she sounded almost desperate to start an actual conversation.  
 
    “Umm, yeah, tons and tons.” She forced a smile and told her, “Look, ask me when I’m not all worn out. I’ve got a ton of bug bites, scrapes, and bumps. I feel like I was dropped down a mountain side.” As close an explanation as she could tell her mother about the incident. “I can’t even recall the fun stuff without thinking about the sunburn I have under my T-shirt.” It was easier to let her mother believe she was only upset because of minor complaints. 
 
    Her mother’s smile relaxed a bit. “I always feel that way after I get dragged out into the wilderness. Why don’t you go upstairs and take a nap? Dinner will be ready in about an hour.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Relieved by the dismissal, Alexis hurried up the stairs into her bedroom and tossed her bag on the floor. But she had no intention of napping—it was time to get back to research. She pulled out her laptop and went searching again, but this time she knew what she was looking for. She found herself muttering out loud, “Faeries don’t exist … but I might as well look them up anyway.” 
 
    The first thing she tried was “fairies”. She wasn’t surprised to find Disney and picture sites, but one of the titles halfway down the first page caught her eye: “The Biggest Reasons Why Fairies are Evil.” The website, not a professional one, but with interesting documentation, went over a few of the more common stories of the fairies. She mostly skimmed, but then stopped when she reached the section labeled: “Stealing and Enchanting Brides.” If Alexis was going to believe that Molly was stolen by fairies, then this was the only reason she could find so far. She shook her head and laughed at herself—the sound strained and half-choked—for considering this as an honest possibility. Fairies, of all things! It was only because she was desperate. And she was—not only desperate to find Molly, but desperate to prove that her best friend wouldn’t just leave her. Without a word. Like she didn’t even matter.  
 
    She closed her laptop for a minute and leaned back, rubbing furiously at her eyes.  
 
    “I’m going nuts,” she said out loud, feeling as if she proved her point by talking to the air.  
 
    But if she was going insane, she felt rather calm about it. She shook her head again and opened the laptop back up. Once the screen came alive, she continued reading the webpage, but nothing else caught her interest. She went back to the search page and decided to click on the Wikipedia page, smiling to herself as she thought of all the times her teachers had lectured her that Wikipedia was an unreliable resource. But could it hurt, when she wasn’t even sure she believed in the subject to begin with? She decided no, it really didn’t matter, and it was as good a starting point as any. 
 
    The first thing the page noted was different spellings and terms; she opened a blank document and typed them there to keep track for further research: faerie, faery, fae, fay, and fey. She’d continue taking notes as she researched. They might not be relevant—she might be too embarrassed to even save the document—but she hoped that typing everything up would help her retain the information. 
 
    There wasn’t much definitive information: the term faery could refer to either a whole assortment of creatures or one specific creature. Their origins weren’t very well known, ranging from demons to ghosts or elements. Even the descriptions varied, whether they were small like in the storybooks, or human-like, though with either incredible beauty or grotesqueness. The one thing she learned from it that she felt was truly useful was that they seemed to have a sort of allergy to iron. Now all she had to do was go around touching everyone with iron to see if they were a faery and she’d be good. 
 
    “Dinner!” her mother called up the stairs. Alexis jumped, startled to find that so much time had passed. 
 
    She closed her laptop again and returned downstairs. Her father was already seated at the table and her mother was standing as she served spaghetti from a large pot. Alexis ate quickly, and they looked at her with wonder and a little bit of worry. It was the first time she regretted that it was summer—if she’d been in school, she could claim that she was working on a time-consuming project due any day now. Then again, if it was the school year, she’d probably be distracted enough from Molly that she wouldn’t be sinking to desperately researching faeries. 
 
    She forced herself to slow down and smile at them. “How’s your week been?” 
 
    “Better than yours, I’d guess from Mom’s description,” her father said, grinning wryly. “Too banged up, are you?” 
 
    She shrugged. “The usual when you’re sleeping on the ground and hiking through the woods. Just the usual stuff, though, nothing major.” She lied easily; it made her feel better when her parents weren’t watching her like a hawk, and it made them feel better when they didn’t think she was depressed. 
 
    “Did you like the other girls?” Her mother asked with an encouraging smile. 
 
    “They’re okay. Veronica has this wild pink hair.” 
 
     “I don’t see why anyone would want pink hair,” her mother commented, frowning. Her own hair was a dark brown, mostly from a bottle. 
 
    “Never mind. She was cool. And Becky, Mandy’s cousin, is an English major, I think she’s a sophomore.” Alexis went on to tell them about what she could of the past three days—her trip to town where she visited an antique shop; the day at the beach where she really had missed several spots with her sunscreen and was only saved from a worse sunburn because Mandy had brought a beach umbrella; the nights around the campfire. She left out how distracted she’d been; how she’s only listened as they’d chatted and laughed while she ruminated on the possibility of mythical creatures. She’d paid enough attention to properly report, but any details were embellished. 
 
    When she was finished reporting, her mother seemed more relaxed. “Well, good. I’m glad that you made some new friends.” She turned back to dinner and made some comment about the next work day that Alexis didn’t pay much attention to. 
 
    She finished her dinner and put the dishes in the sink, then hurried upstairs. “What are you hurrying for?” her father called after her. 
 
    “Reading something,” she called back, and that seemed answer enough, because they didn’t call her back or continue to chastise her for rushing off. 
 
    This time, when she opened her laptop and her search bar, she decided to try the other spellings. Faeries didn’t yield any better results, fewer actually, except for one page that listed some of the different types and species. She soon discovered that, no matter which spelling she chose, there were a lot of these pages, and some of the descriptions for the different creatures changed each time. 
 
    It was time to be more specific. She felt completely stupid as she typed in ‘How to catch a fairy’ and assumed that all the answers would be sarcastic or referencing gay men. What she found were a few websites with believers. One person warned: “Don’t try it, they may catch you first!” 
 
    She stared at this answer for a very long time, worrying her bottom lip between her teeth. Hadn’t she received a similar warning already? She sighed and exited out of all the windows and shut her laptop down. She berated herself for believing in such nonsense, and for secretly hoping that she could find a solution. However, the research had spurned her forward to continue looking for Molly. She’d go back to her original plan and find one of the boys who had been so interested in her friend in the past few weeks. There were answers out there somewhere, and she’d find them—whatever it took. 
 
    Frustrated, she opened her laptop again and made a list of everything she could remember about the two boys. The room was filled with the clickity clack of the keys as she typed quickly, and she filled a substantial part of the page before she finished and sat back to examine her list. The majority referred to the boy at the party, who Cassi had named Jackson—since she’d actually talked to him, she remembered more and had written as detailed a description of their encounter as she could remember. The last few lines were a description of the boy at the mall. Since she hadn’t talked to him, she didn’t have much to write. As she stared at this section, she thought she remembered something about shark teeth. But that didn’t make sense—she hadn’t even seen his face, let alone his teeth. She shook the thought away and concentrated on what she’d written. 
 
    She wasn’t sure everything on the list was actually something she remembered or just something she thought she remembered. She read over her list and paused at the word she’d written, the one she hadn’t really known what he meant: Undine. Didn’t she read something about Undines on the faery list? Or was it something she’d heard from before? She highlighted it and decided to come back to it later. 
 
    Underneath was what else he’d said that had confused her: That chlorine would burn me alive. She closed her eyes and rubbed her temples. She hadn’t found anything about chlorine, but maybe it had the same effect as iron? She fussed with her hair, running her hands through it and considered her notes critically. Despite temptation, she knew she shouldn’t mash everything together into this new theory. Still, she could try to find him. Though how she was going to do that, when he’d disappeared so thoroughly the first time, she wasn’t sure. But she knew at least one place to start.  
 
    * 
 
    The next day, she went for a walk toward Cassi’s neighborhood. She didn’t want Cassi to notice and ask probing questions, so she avoided her house while still staying in the vicinity. She thought about going to the mall again and looking out for the boy with the spiked hair, but he seemed far less suspicious than Jackson. Just because he’d asked Molly some questions didn’t mean anything; he really could have just been doing a survey. 
 
    Something ran past her; she assumed it was a cat until it paused and looked back with a narrow, sly face. Her mouth dropped open as she stared at the brown fox, dumbfounded. Its own mouth spread into a vulpine smile before it winked and turned back around, running toward the small woods and the artificial pond that separated two subdivisions. 
 
    Before she could even question why, she was running after the fox. A mother walking her baby in a stroller scowled at her as she dashed past, but there was no one else around to judge her strange, impulsive actions. 
 
    Despite the fact it was summer and the leaves on the trees were a bright, healthy green, the winding forest trail was covered with decaying leaves and pine needles. Halfway into the trees, she stopped and looked around, searching frantically for some sign of the fox. But there was nothing; it had disappeared. 
 
    It was stupid to follow it, but something about it had seemed so unnatural, like it was out of place here in the suburbs, even with this small parcel of forest nearby. And if she was being honest, she had hoped it was a sign that she was on the right track. She felt as if the fox had purposefully led her here. It just couldn’t be a coincidence—and that fox had definitely smiled at her. 
 
    She reached the small, overgrown pond and looked around with less energy and more apprehension, her shoulders slumping as her mind told her what she refused to accept: she’d lost the fox. “I really am going insane,” she announced to the woods. As soon as the words were out, triumphant giggling burst from the trees surrounding her.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight: Jynxed 
 
      
 
    Alexis took a deep breath and looked around, trying to find the source of the echoing laughter. Straightening up, she made the decision to sound as crazy as necessary to get to the bottom of this and called out, “Hey, Fox, come on out! I know what you are!” 
 
    The giggling turned into a full, high-pitched breathy laugh. “Oh, do you?”  
 
    Alexis jerked around, surprised to find a girl standing so close behind her; she’d almost smacked her head into the other girl’s shoulder. She scampered back several steps until she could look at the girl’s face without straining her neck—she was at least eight or ten inches taller than Alexis. The other girl’s sudden appearance wasn’t the only thing startling about her. She was wearing a purple velvet pencil skirt, an eye-searing pink imitation football jersey with the Michigan State logo, and no shoes. Her tanned, bare toes wiggled in the dirt and years of decaying leaves as happily as if she were sunbathing at a beach. She smirked at Alexis. “Please tell me what I am?” she laughed again at the phrase, her whole body shaking and her face alight with mirth and mischief.  
 
    Alexis narrowed her eyes, offended by the girl’s tone and expression, and spit out angrily, “You’re a faery.”  
 
    This just made the girl laugh harder and she clutched her stomach. “Wrong, wrong, wrong!” she crowed. She straightened and tossed her head, as if to toss her hair over her shoulder, but her dark brown hair was short and spiky, and it barely moved, making the gesture less effective. “Guess again. Three guesses and if you win, I’ll even give you a prize!” As she spoke, Alexis caught the undertones of a slight accent—it wasn’t strong enough for her to pinpoint where it originated, but it sounded familiar.  
 
    Alexis didn’t know if she was serious, but she decided it was better to try anyway. “Well, you’re one of the fae.” 
 
    She pouted. “Uff, do I hate that term! Yes, I am. Short for faery, don’t you know? But we had no better name for ourselves until those dimwitted,” she grumbled for a moment, “winged assholes started making themselves known. Then it was all ‘Everything strange is a faery’. Which, let me just tell you, is. Not. True. But that’s too vague to win.” She narrowed her eyes, imitating Alexis. “Though you do seem to know a bit, you certainly don’t know enough. Try again, try again!” she cheered, clapping her hands as she took a few dancing steps around Alexis. “Shall we try a riddle? Ooo, those used to be all the rage, you know.”  
 
    “We already have the riddle,” Alexis grunted, irritated as she turned to follow the girl’s movements. 
 
    The girl paused, her small nose scrunching in distaste, then she laughed again. “Oh, yes, I guess we do! I am fae, but I am not faery. You have seen me, but only because I led you here. And I am too cunning for you, so I will win.” She flashed her teeth in an excited, feral smile.  
 
    “And what if you did win?” Alexis asked. “What would you gain from it?” 
 
    “Why, the same thing you would! Everyone loves a good prize. You know, a favor, a gift, anything of my choosing. That’s how it works when you play a game.” 
 
    “Anything?” 
 
    “Well, within reason. You’re just guessing what I am, not solving the riddle of the universe.” 
 
    “Forty-two.” 
 
    The girl stared blankly at Alexis, obviously missing the pop-culture reference. Alexis wondered how much contact the Fox-girl really had with the human world. The girl recovered quickly though and explained, “What I’m saying is, these games have rules, and rule number one is: don’t be greedy. No one wants to play games with someone who bets too high in the first round.” Her nose crinkled again. “Especially if they win.” 
 
    Alexis nodded, understanding this reasoning. Instead of continuing the discussion further, she continued the game. “Well, you’re the fox.” 
 
    “Of course, of course. Not good enough. What am I?” She held up one finger, almost shoving it in Alexis’ face. “Only one guess left!” 
 
    Alexis backed away from her and scowled. “What? But those weren’t guesses, those were statements!” 
 
    “Rule number two.” Fox-girl held up a second slim finger, both tipped with sharp, vibrantly green nails. “Don’t speak unless you’re ready to stand by what you say.” 
 
    Alexis had wasted two guesses on generalities that she already knew the answer to. She rubbed her hands down her face, trying to concentrate instead of mentally scolding herself. If she would just concentrate, she knew she could figure it out. She’d heard somewhere, or more likely read somewhere, about a fox in human form. It wasn’t last night; she’d have remembered it right away if it was that recently. She closed her eyes, it was on the tip of her tongue, and then she blurted, “A kitsune.” 
 
    There was silence. When she opened her eyes again, the girl was scowling at her, looking her up and down suspiciously. Finally, she reluctantly replied, “Yes.” She pursed her lips petulantly and Alexis imagined she was looking for a way to wriggle out of the game, but then she harrumphed and grumbled, “That’s not fair. You shouldn’t know that term.” Then she looked around. “I didn’t somehow end up in Japan, did I?” 
 
    “No, you’re in Michigan.” 
 
    “Then how did you know that?” she demanded. 
 
    Alexis grinned. “You really wanted to win, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Of course I did, who doesn’t? No one likes losing.” She sighed and pouted slightly as she admitted, “But a deal is a deal.” 
 
    “I stumbled upon some Manga a few years ago. Japanese comics,” Alexis explained, just in case the other girl didn’t know the term. “Some of them have kitsune characters.” 
 
    “Yes, well, technically it’s true. I’m a shapeshifter. But we all have our names, and the Japanese are the most noted for us foxes, so kitsune it is. But the bit about the tails is rubbish,” she added matter-of-factly. 
 
    Alexis didn’t know the mythology enough to understand the reference, so she simply shrugged her shoulders and didn’t ask. “So, what sort of prize do I get?” 
 
    The girl continued to pout. “What do you want? And don’t be greedy.” 
 
    How could she best use this new development to her advantage? She couldn’t just ask the shapeshifter for Molly, she figured that request would be turned down flat, and if she used it to ask a question about Molly, and the shapeshifter didn’t know the answer to it, then she’d waste her winnings. What she really needed was to find someone who could answer her questions. Biting her lip, she wondered if it would be too much to ask, but said anyway, “There’s a faery … uh, a fae—I’m not sure if he’s a faery—that I’m looking for. His name is something like Jackson, I saw him in this area and I … I think he has something to do with my friend’s disappearance. Can you find him?” 
 
    The girl watched her for a minute without moving, and then started laughing. It bubbled up slowly at first, until once again she was laughing so hard that she doubled over and clutched her stomach, panting. “You’re kidding? That’s all you want? Well, damn, I feel like I’m taking advantage of you!” Before Alexis could ask what she meant, the girl disappeared.  
 
    Alexis’ mouth dropped open. She looked all around the clearing, but she was alone—no fox, no girl. Though the disappearance stunned her, she hoped it meant that her wait was over—she’d finally speak to the boy from the party, and would make him answer her questions.  
 
    For a long moment, Alexis held her breath with anticipation, and then she let it out on a huff. But she still stood in the same spot for several minutes, listening and waiting. After twenty minutes, she was seriously considering leaving—it was ridiculous just standing by, doing nothing. 
 
     At the very least, Alexis wasn’t going to stand anymore. She cleared away the sticks and stones from an area and sat down. Maybe she’d misunderstood, and she wasn’t supposed to literally wait here. What if it took a while for the kitsune to find him? Perhaps Alexis was supposed to go home and let the shapeshifter come to her—but could she? And could the kitsune even find the boy?  
 
    Alexis had given a terrible description, and yet the kitsune had known who she was talking about immediately. Were there that few fae? Or did the shapeshifter make an assumption, and was about to bring back the wrong person?  
 
    After another ten minutes, Alexis had just made up her mind to leave when the girl returned. Stepping right out of thin air, she appeared arm in arm with a male version of herself. He was slightly taller, with the same hair color—though a less hectic style—and similar facial features. 
 
    “May I present Jaxith,” the girl put extra emphasis on the name, correcting Alexis’ previous assumption that it was Jackson. And then with a sly grin she added, “My brother.”  
 
    “Your brother?” Alexis asked, dumbfounded despite the family resemblance. She looked at the girl suspiciously. 
 
    “Wasted,” she chirped. “But don’t go blaming me.” She shook a finger at Alexis. “I didn’t offer, you asked.” 
 
    Before Alexis could respond, Jaxith shrugged off his sister’s embrace and stepped forward. “My apologies for my sister. I sent her ahead; a fox is much less … conspicuous.” 
 
    “Than what?” 
 
    He ignored her question and instead stated, “I’m sorry, but I didn’t catch your name the last time we met.” 
 
    “Alexis,” she replied quickly and then demanded, extremely frustrated, “Why were you looking for me?”  
 
    “It’s about your friend.” 
 
    “Molly.” She took a step toward him. “Did you have something to do with her disappearance?”  
 
    He fidgeted and looked like an ashamed puppy that’d been caught chewing on something. “Yes.” There was something about his expression: she couldn’t tell if he was more ashamed of being involved or getting caught. 
 
    “Did you take her?” Though she was angry, she felt an odd sort of giddiness; some part of her was glad that her suspicions were correct. The rest of her hoped that she was about to come up with the answer to all her questions in one amazingly productive afternoon. Maybe he would just … give her back. 
 
    “No. I was just a scout, a tracker.” He tapped his nose as if in explanation. 
 
    Alexis’ shoulders drooped, and she realized she’d tensed in anticipation of an easy solution. She closed her eyes, ran her hands through her hair, and took a fortifying deep breath. Before she could despair or freak out, she needed to understand what he meant. Other things he’d said that night, other things he’d asked her, came back to her as she settled her thoughts. When she opened her eyes again, she frowned at him thoughtfully. “Do I smell like her or something? You asked if we were related.”  
 
    He nodded slowly. “It does tend to happen when you spend a great deal of time with a person.” 
 
    “So if you didn’t take her, why were you tracking her?” she demanded, unable to keep her tone from sounding accusing. 
 
    “It wasn’t personal,” he told her. “I was told to.” 
 
    “By who?” She was close to shouting now, wishing that he wouldn’t make her ask each individual question. He’d come looking for her—didn’t that mean he’d wanted to help her? So why was he making this so difficult instead of just telling her what she needed to know? 
 
    “I can’t answer that.” 
 
    She clenched her fists and her jaw, breathing in slowly through her nose. Were all the fae this frustrating? With a glance at his sister she decided that it was either a family trait or yes, they really were all this hard to work with. She’d just have to keep asking questions until she got the answers she’d needed, then she’d use those answers to find Molly. “Where is she?” 
 
    He hesitated, seeming to deliberate, as if trying to find the answer. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes, suddenly suspecting that instead of giving her more answers, he was only going to give her more questions. “Do you even know?” 
 
    “Yes,” he replied, the word slow and cautious before he added, “To an extent.” 
 
    She pursed her lips, vowing that she wouldn’t yell. If she yelled, he might turn into a fox or a turtle or god knew what and run away—he looked that skittish. “Uh-huh, what kind of extent?” 
 
    His sister threw her head back and laughed. “Oh gosh, you don’t even know? Dummy, where else would she be? She’s in Tír na nÓg. You know, the Faery Realm.” 
 
    Alexis cut the girl a sharp look, but she only flashed her teeth in response. Was it her imagination, or did the shapeshifter’s teeth look sharper than before? “Somehow I have a feeling Your Realm is a bit vague. Do you know where in Your Realm; could you locate her?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Jaxith murmured, watching her carefully. 
 
    She shook her head in disgust. Did he mean to frustrate her? Was that why he’d come here, to play games with the vaguest possible answers to her questions? She was very close to shouting again when she told him, “That’s completely useless!” 
 
    “Rude!” the girl chirped. “Rude indeed, and after he came all the way here to help you.” 
 
    She gave up on holding back, stepping toward the shapeshifter, glaring up into her face, not at all seeming to notice the extreme height difference as she shouted now. “Help me? Help me! The only thing two you have done so far is confirm that I’m not insane for believing Molly was faery-napped.” She paused to wonder if that was the right word choice, then shook her head. It wasn’t the time to focus on semantics. 
 
    “Tsk, tsk, he’s here, and I’m along for the ride, to make a deal. A real deal, not some silly riddle game,” the girl explained, her grin wide and unfriendly. 
 
    Alexis took a step back and crossed her arms over her chest. “A deal,” she said slowly. “What kind of deal?” 
 
    “I can’t—” 
 
    Alexis interrupted him with a disgusted mutter, “You can’t tell me that.” 
 
    He smiled softly. “No, I meant to say I can’t help you without making a deal. You wouldn’t want me to.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    But his sister was the one who answered. “You never know how it’s going to backfire.” She widened her eyes and said in a gooey voice, “Please, sir, help me find my friend.” Then, clenching her fist in the air dramatically, she lowered her voice to imitate a male’s and said, “Of course, my dear damsel in distress.” She sneered. “Then tra-la-la-la-la, everything goes belly up and the girl ends up lost herself.” 
 
    Jaxith glared at his sister. “I wish you would hold your tongue for at least five minutes.” 
 
    “Could that happen? Could I be lost too?” Alexis asked, taking a step back this time. 
 
    “Yes,” they said in unison, Jaxith with regret, his sister with relish.  
 
    Alexis chewed on her bottom lip, deliberating. How good were her chances of finding Molly with him? How bad were they without him? 
 
    “You have much better chances if we make a deal.”  
 
    She narrowed her eyes, wondering if Jaxith could read her mind, but she wasn’t quite ready to believe that was possible, so she decided his word choice was a coincidence.  
 
    “What kind of deal?” she repeated. “What would you want? My soul?” They both looked at her in confusion. “Nothing, never mind, that was stupid,” she mumbled. 
 
    “It needs to be something of equal value,” he explained. 
 
    “I don’t really have anything of equal value to Molly,” Alexis replied, rolling her eyes. “And even if I did, I can’t agree to give you another person.” 
 
    “Not that type of value.” He stepped forward and she jerked back, bewildered. He paused and smiled at her before moving again, this time very, very slowly as he reached out and tugged on one plump, perfect curl mixed in with the wavy chaos of her hair. “This is a part of you, a part of your identity, correct?” 
 
    She’d never thought of it that way. Of course, she stood out in a crowd, easy to spot and often memorable, whether she wanted to be or not, but she’d never really liked her hair. Besides the fact that it never behaved, she’d had to deal with teasing from her peers ever since she could remember. In recent years, she’d even been tempted to shave it off. “You want my hair,” she said slowly in disbelief. She pulled her head away from him so that he wasn’t touching her anymore. She found the curl he’d been holding and held it up to her face to examine it more closely, then looked at him. “What would I have to do, shave it off?” 
 
    “We’re not that literal, that would just be silly,” his sister scolded, shaking her head. “We just want the color.” 
 
    Alexis tried to understand this, but after a moment all she could manage was, “Huh?” 
 
    Jaxith stepped back in to explained, “If I keep up my end of the deal, I get your hair color. For you, it will probably appear as if you’ve gone prematurely gray.” 
 
    “What, overnight?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “I don’t know; it’s not something I’ve done before. More likely it will change over time, as it grows out.” 
 
    “And uh, how exactly is that an equal exchange?” 
 
    “As I said, it’s a part of your identity.” 
 
    “Wait, so are you telling me that this is as much about me giving something up as you gaining something?” Neither of them answered her, and she decided it didn’t matter. It was an easy enough trade. In fact, it was too easy. She narrowed her eyes at him. “Yeah, okay, and what exactly do I get in return?” 
 
    His eyebrows rose slightly. Whatever it meant, she took it as a sign that he was disappointed that she hadn’t figured it all out yet. “You have to come up with your terms. What do you really want?” 
 
    She didn’t trust him, and she wasn’t going to trust him with Molly. Especially after he admitted his own part in it. “I want you to take me to her and keep me safe along the way.” 
 
    He cocked his head as he considered her, deep in thought. She didn’t know why he was staring at her like that. She thought perhaps he was trying to determine how much of a hassle it would be to cart an ignorant human around the Faery Realm. Unable to stand still under his scrutiny, she began fidgeting nervously, playing with her hair. First, she pushed it behind her ears, but a strand fell back, annoying her. She huffed and went through the motions of pulling her hair back into a pony tail. Just as she was remembering that she didn’t have a hair tie with her, the shapeshifter’s hand snapped out and grabbed her wrist.  
 
    She yanked Alexis’ wrist up to her eyes to better examine the inside of it. Alexis scowled and tried to pull her hand away, but even though the girl’s grip wasn’t hurting her, she was held too firmly to escape. The girl appeared to be studying something, but the only thing Alexis could think of was the combination and pattern of freckles, or the bright blue of her veins. “Ooo, dear, would you take a gander at that,” she cooed and giggled, rocking back and forth on her heels without releasing Alexis, the momentum rocking her too until she finally shook out of the girl’s grip. 
 
    Jaxith blanched and swallowed, and though it was inaudible, the movement of his Adam’s apple was obvious. “I can’t help you,” he said quietly. “I’m sorry. Jynx, we should go.” Alexis was glad to have a name for the girl but outraged by his sudden decision. 
 
    “Hey, what the hell, man!” she shouted, taking a step toward him. 
 
    “Absolutely not.” Jynx slung her arm over Alexis’ shoulders, ignoring the girl’s efforts to get away again. “We have to help this poor, bereaved girl. Can’t you see she’s suffering?” She patted Alexis’ cheek and tried to sound concerned, but her eyes were bright with mischief. 
 
    Alexis wasn’t sure what was going on, and she didn’t like how touchy-feely Jynx was, but at least she had found an ally. She stopped struggling and tried to look as pathetic as possible, imagining Molly’s best puppy dog eyes. The expression made Jynx start shaking with suppressed laughter. Thinking what Molly would do, she pushed it to the next step with an honestly desperate, “If you don’t help me, how am I supposed to find her?” 
 
    Jaxith shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot. “Jynx, you don’t understand.” 
 
    “Of course I do!” She pulled away from Alexis and squinted. “She’s going to draw trouble to herself like flies to honey.” Her tongue struck the air like a frog snatching a fly. 
 
    “I’m not trying to cause trouble,” Alexis replied defensively, dropping the pathetic puppy act to scowl at the other girl.  
 
    “It’s not whether you try to or not, it will happen.” She grinned at her brother. “Just think, won’t it be much better in the long run if we help her out? She’ll find another way, they always do. The least you could do is as she asks; be her guide and keep her safe.” 
 
    There was a long moment of silence where Jynx batted her eyelashes at Jaxith, Alexis held her breath, and they both waited as Jaxith seemed to argue with himself. Then he held out his hand. “If I can get you to her safely, your hair color is mine. Do we have a deal?” 
 
    She took a deep breath and plunged through her hesitation to shake his hand. “We do.”  
 
    He dropped her hand quickly, as if he was afraid to touch her too long. “Get ready. I’ll meet you here tomorrow morning at nine o’clock.” 
 
    “We’ll meet you here tomorrow,” Jynx corrected, glowing with pleasure. “Ooo, this is going to be such fun!” She clapped her hands together and giggled, twirling around in a small circle. 
 
    Before Alexis could ask what he meant by ‘get ready’, both fae disappeared. 
 
     “Ugh, how do they do that?” she muttered and turned back to stomp through the shallow woods. She was almost out of the trees and could already see the big houses through the gaps when an arm snaked around her waist. She was hauled back out of sight of any witnesses, and a hand covered her mouth before she could even gasp in surprise. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine: Stranger Things Have Happened 
 
      
 
    “Do not scream.” The voice was low, masculine, and slightly familiar. 
 
    She rolled her eyes and gave a muffled reply, then nodded her head slowly. When her assailant removed both hands and stepped away from her, she whirled around and smacked him hard across the face.  
 
    He glowered at her as he rubbed the spot she’d hit, and the motion made him slightly less intimidating. Only slightly, since he was much taller than her, broader than her, and clad head to toe in unrelenting black, even in the heat of midday. “I do not think that was necessary.” 
 
    “I could say the same to you,” she replied tartly. She recognized him almost immediately—the boy from the camping trip. She had to admit, he left an impression. “Do you always go around manhandling chicks or is it just me?” 
 
    He stopped rubbing his shoulder, though he continued to frown at her. “I admit that is not necessarily the most tactful method, but you seem to need it.” 
 
    Her eyebrows rose as her mouth dropped open. “Need it? Need it? You think I—what is the matter with you?” She raised her hand to smack him again, but he nimbly dodged out of the way this time. “And what do you want anyway? And how did you even find me? Do you have me low-jacked or something?” 
 
    Once she asked all her questions, she waited for his answer with her arms crossed and lips pursed. She was about to start tapping her foot when he finally decided to answer one of them. “I came to stop you from doing something regrettable.” 
 
    “Something to do with the fae, perhaps?” she asked dryly. With the way he’d acted at the campgrounds, she assumed that he either had some association with the fae, or he was one of them.  
 
    “You have been meddling, I see.” 
 
    “Well, just call me Scooby-Doo.” 
 
    His brow furrowed in a quick flash of confusion, but cleared quickly. “What you are doing is very dangerous. Do not try to insert yourself into situations you do not understand.” 
 
    She planted her hands on her hips and scowled. “How about instead of spouting vague advice you just tell me what you want me to avoid. I can’t avoid it if I don’t know what it is.” She paused, her scowl deepening as she wondered why she was trying to coach him to be more convincing. 
 
    He reached out and touched her hand, startling her, though she didn’t pull away. “Stay away from the fae.” 
 
    Her lips parted as she leaned into him, her eyes drooping shut in a lazy relaxation. Obviously, he was right; she should just stay away, stay out of danger. Danger … it was going to be extremely dangerous. But if it was dangerous for her, what was Molly going through? She blinked and pulled away from him. Taking a deep breath, placing her feet wider apart so that her stance was solid, she looked at him with stubborn determination. “What do you know about them?” She wasn’t relying on an answer; even after only a short meeting with Jaxith, she was starting to learn that straight answers weren’t in her future. 
 
    He straightened and took a step away from her. “That is not important. All you must know is that you need to stay as far away from them as possible.” And then, so quietly she almost missed it, “All of them.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “They are dangerous,” he said, giving her a bewildered look that clearly stated that this was obvious. 
 
    She rolled her eyes and made a rolling go-on gesture with her hand. “I get that. But why?” 
 
     “I—that—why do you need to ask that question? Do you ask why bears are dangerous? You are provoking predators, and they will not ignore you for long. I can only do so much to help.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. “How exactly are you helping me, anyway? From where I’m standing, you’re being more of a hindrance.” He opened his mouth, likely to protest, but she plowed on. “And, while we’re on the subject, why are you trying to help me? Now and back at the campsite. I don’t get it. Do I have Damsel in Distress flashing above me in a neon sign?” She waved her hand vaguely above her head as if she could knock any such sign aside. “Look, I don’t need your White Knight Complex,”—she poked his chest on both words— “getting in the way. And I don’t need your idea of help.”  
 
    “I am far from a White Knight,” he interjected, snatching her hand before she could poke him again and gripping it firmly, refusing to release her as she tried to yank it back. “This friend you have lost is one person. You have others, you can survive. Do not get dragged into affairs that you are not a part of. You will not find the fae until they want you to, and you will not escape them once you do.”  
 
    She realized that, though he’d found her somehow, he hadn’t heard the conversation between herself and Jaxith. He must not have even seen her talking to the shapeshifters, or he would have known that his warnings were too late. Was it really a coincidence that he’d shown up at the same time as them? However, he’d found her, he’d succeeded in making her nervous. And he’d been right, hadn’t he? Alexis hadn’t found Jaxith—or even any clues about him—until he’d begun looking for her. And he’d never answered why that was.  
 
    “Please,” he reached out with his other hand and smoothed down her hair. She was so caught up in her own thoughts that she didn’t even try to protest. The caress was so light it tickled all along her scalp. “Stay with your other friends. Stay safe.” 
 
    She gazed up at him and silently agreed with him. It would be so much easier if she just stayed behind. Mandy was trying hard to include Alexis, and even Cassi was being nice to her, in her own way. Maybe she could stay in touch with Becky, or even Veronica. But even as she nodded in vague agreement, one important question pressed past her lips. “Who are you?” 
 
    He closed his eyes, released her, and stepped back. As soon as he stopped touching her, her determination to find Molly surged back. She opened her mouth, prepared to ask a barrage of questions, but he shook his head. His jaw was set in a stubborn line and his dark eyes were hard. He wouldn’t answer any more of her questions. “I must leave you.” He slipped his hand into his pocket and pulled out a small, square, silk bundle. He held it out to her and she took it without hesitation. His hand brushed hers again as he told her, “Keep this with you. It may not keep you safe, but it may help you nonetheless.” 
 
    She glanced down and unwrapped her unexpected gift. It was a simple circular pendant, silver in color but she knew it was made of iron. She ran her fingers over the edge, estimating it to be about an inch in diameter, perhaps a little larger. One side was completely blank, but the other was intricately carved with a design of some sort of Celtic knot. She couldn’t tell if the symbol was supposed to be something specific—the lines were purposeful, twisting and crawling over each other in such a way that there was no beginning or end—but it reminded her of a shield. When she looked up again, she wasn’t surprised to discover he’d already disappeared. She looked back at the medallion, rubbing her fingers back and forth over the design. Though it had a loop at the top of the circle to string it on a necklace, he’d only given her the charm. She’d have to find some chain at home if she was going to wear it. 
 
    She walked back home, still rubbing the charm between her fingers. She didn’t see anyone she recognized along the way and her parents weren’t home from work yet. When she reached her upstairs bathroom, she began looking for a chain to put the charm on. 
 
    Her bathroom drawers were a tangle of half-used hair products, neglected make-up, and general grooming chaos. More than half of the items were Molly’s from several dozen of her many visits. 
 
    Alexis opened the drawers one at a time and searched through the random items until she found a thin leather strap. It already had a badly rendered wolf’s head charm on it and Alexis stared at it for a moment, trying to remember whether it was hers or Molly’s. 
 
    As she walked to her bedroom, she tried to remember where it had come from. She sat down on the edge of her bed and held it up to see it better in the light. Whether it was the different angle, or if her memory had just taken a long time to catch up, she finally remembered. Alexis had gone on vacation to Yellowstone one year. She and Molly were probably about thirteen, if she remembered correctly, and they found it oh-so-tragic to be separated from each other for a whole two weeks. Alexis sent Molly post cards every chance she got; they were too young for cell phones, and her parents didn’t have a laptop at the time. She’d bought Molly as many presents as her mother allowed, but at some point, her mother had put her foot down and insisted that the souvenirs were to remember the trip, and anything else had to be for Alexis. When she saw the necklace, Alexis had immediately wanted it for Molly, but had to lie and say it was for her. In the end, she must have forgotten to give it to her.  
 
    She unhooked it and slid the stranger’s charm onto the necklace so that it rested right next to the wolf’s head. It looked awkward and crowded, but she didn’t mind. Finding the necklace again was like a sign—she would find Molly, and when she did, she’d finally remember to give her the necklace. 
 
    She lay on her bed and fiddled with both charms, wondering idly how long it might take to find her friend. Then, as that thought penetrated, she started to think about the implications. In all honesty, what were her chances of simply walking into the Faery Realm and finding Molly? It would at least take hours, if not days. Could it take weeks? Months? There was no way she could spend months looking. It would be hard enough leaving her parents behind without explanation. It would be terrible for them if it looked like she’d run away, but she reasoned that she would be bringing Molly back, which would help relieve Mrs. Connolly. At least, she hoped it would. 
 
    And what were the chances that she might not come back? But that was what Jaxith was for, to keep her safe. On the other hand, he hadn’t been able to guarantee that they’d get Molly back, what if Alexis came home empty-handed? No Molly to show for her efforts? She covered her eyes and squeezed them shut. She had to be positive, but her thoughts kept straying toward the depressing and pessimistic. The worst-case scenario: never finding Molly and never coming back at all. The second worst case scenario: never finding Molly after months of searching for her. The third worst, and so on and so on until her phone buzzed, startling her out of her spiraling thoughts.  
 
    Assuming it was her mother, texting about dinner, she pulled her phone out of her pocket. But instead it was a text from Mandy. Haven’t heard from you. Are you ok? No brain damage?  
 
    It took her a moment to understand what Mandy was referring to—the fall down the hill, the fact that she’d been home an entire day without, what? Texting Mandy just because? Did Molly do that? She’d never noticed it, but Mandy did seem the sort that liked to hold a conversation over text messages, something Alexis had never really done before. She always replied as quickly and succinctly as possible, and if the subject needed more than a text or three, she preferred a phone call. She carefully typed out on her little numbered keypad, Just peachy. 
 
    Don’t be sarcastic. 
 
    She snorted. It took her a moment to type the next sentence, and she couldn’t type the apostrophe, which annoyed her, but she somehow didn’t think Mandy would notice. Ill keep that in mind. 
 
    You busy? 
 
    She wavered, wondering what to say. In her own way, Mandy seemed to be trying very hard to make Alexis feel like they were friends, but Alexis just wasn’t as comfortable with her as she’d always been with Molly. With Molly, she could talk and relax, but with Mandy she always felt a little out of the loop, like she couldn’t find a way into the conversation, even when someone tried to give her an opening. After several minutes, she finally typed, A bit, why? 
 
    Cuz Brian’s busy and I’m not working. I’m bored outta my mind. You wanna come hang out? 
 
    She took a deep breath, debating. If she went to go see Mandy, she might find reasons to stay. She was sure the Not-A-White-Knight—she had no other name to call him by—would be thrilled if she changed her mind. But what happened if she reneged on her deal with Jaxith? She touched her hair and frowned. They’d officially made the deal, shook on it and everything. If she didn’t want him to complete his end of the bargain, was the deal simply off, or were there consequences? She swore softly and berated herself for not asking more questions earlier, though she had to admit she wasn’t sure she would have gotten the answers anyway.  
 
    On the other hand, she didn’t really want to hang out with Mandy. They’d tried that already and it didn’t go that well. There was some friendship bubbling before the fiasco with the men at the camp, but after that everything had turned flat, and she’d had a hard time reconnecting with the group. Mandy reminded Alexis of Molly in some ways—mostly in the way she talked and reacted with a certain dramatic flair. But Alexis just didn’t have the same history with her; they didn’t have the same connection. And, she had to admit, she wasn’t sure she wanted to make new friends. She wanted Molly back. That decided, she finally texted Mandy back, typing quicker and less accurately than before, Sorry. Gotta pack. Heading to grandmas tomorrow. 
 
    Boo. How long? 
 
    And there was that question again. How long was she going to be gone? In an ideal world, she could pack accordingly, but even if she’d thought to ask her new fae escorts how long it might take, they might not have known either. How big was the Faery Realm? The size of a state, or maybe even of a whole country? Molly had been gone for a week now, what if she’d been moving that whole time? You could travel the entire country in less time than that if you were determined enough. Pursing her lips, she made a decision, erring on the side of caution. Two weeks. Hopefully it would be enough time to search for Molly and bring her home, but if it wasn’t, she’d have to start making tough decisions on whether to continue or give up. 
 
    Yikes. Where’s she live, another country? 
 
    It was hard to tell over a text message if this was general interest or sarcasm, so she replied as if it was general interest. Nah, another state. I don’t see her often, so I’m going for a long visit. 
 
    Sux. Before Alexis could reply, she’d already received another text. Is this to take your mind off Molly? 
 
    I guess. 
 
    Parents idea? 
 
    Yeah. It was exhausting, typing back and forth, and her fingers were beginning to hurt. She didn’t want to talk anymore, so before Mandy could ask more questions, she replied, I gotta go. 
 
    Well, have fun. Text me often. Like, keep me updated on your grandma activities. Puzzles? 
 
    Alexis wasn’t sure if cell phones even worked where she was going, and even if they did, she didn’t plan on texting Mandy during her search. But she didn’t want to seem rude, so she lied instead. Sure thing. Probably. Sorry, gotta pack, as I said. 
 
    Duh. Right. ttyl. 
 
    Setting her phone down on her nightstand, she flopped back on the bed and stared at the ceiling, pondering her situation. This only lasted for a few minutes before she decided that packing sounded like a good idea, and she might as well start now.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten: Pack Lightly 
 
      
 
    Alexis was energized in her efforts to prepare—the only issue was that she had no idea what one packed on their way to the Faery Realm. She’d never even been to another country, let alone a different world. The other problem was size—she couldn’t lug a suitcase around the entire time, and besides, she didn’t think there’d be any hotels to unpack in, and it was always difficult trying to live out of a suitcase. In the end, she decided to only bring her backpack. The backpack also made it easier to limit the weight to only what she could manage. One thing she knew for sure—she wasn’t going to be bringing any books on this trip. 
 
    The important part for now was to decide what she needed most, because though her backpack could successfully carry three largish textbooks, two four-subject notebooks, seven folders of homework, and other odds and ends, the space was still limited. Out of habit, the first items she packed were deodorant, a toothbrush, toothpaste—all travel-sized items that she had to fish out of her actual suitcase. Then she searched through the clothes in her drawers and closet. She didn’t know what kind of terrain they would be in, so she packed one of her favorite hoodies, a long-sleeved shirt, and two t-shirts as well as two pairs of jeans. She didn’t even own any shorts, so she didn’t have to deliberate on whether to pack a pair or not. With only a few pairs of underwear and socks packed, she found that she had no room for anything else and that she was already struggling to force the zipper shut.  
 
    When her parents came home, she made it a point to spend some time with them. She felt guilty when her mother commented, “I’m glad that you seem to be feeling better. You seemed kind of down when you came home.” Alexis just tried to smile and suppress her guilty conscience. She even stayed and watched some TV with them, though she could barely focus on the brightly-colored figures on the screen.  
 
    Finally, after more socializing than she’d done all week combined, she returned to her room. She expected a quiet night of internal debates, so had to suppress a gasp of surprise when she saw someone rifling through her backpack, throwing clothes all over the place. She was just about to demand an explanation when Jynx raised her head and huffed. “This is terrible,” she announced with a grave air and Alexis wasn’t sure if she was referring to her packing in general or the well-worn T-shirt she was holding up.  
 
    Alexis firmly shut the door behind her and scurried forward to snatch the offending article of clothing from Jynx. “What are you doing here?” she hissed, trying to keep her voice low in hopes that her parents wouldn’t hear. 
 
    “Well aren’t you ungrateful,” Jynx replied, her lips turning down in an exaggerated frown, though her eyes were sparkling mischievously. She put her hand to her chest and continued in low, sorrowful tones, “I came all the way here to help you, and this is the thanks I get?” 
 
    Alexis raised an eyebrow at her. “So Jaxith sent you.” 
 
    Jynx gave her a look that clearly said she didn’t think Alexis was any fun, but admitted, “Duh.” 
 
    Alexis crossed her arms over her chest, tucking the T-shirt protectively under her elbow. “Why? We weren’t supposed to meet until tomorrow.” 
 
    Jynx gave her a sly look as she pawed through the rest of the clothing, holding it up to examine it in the light with a severe look of disappointment in Alexis’ style. “Attempting to put it off? No good, no good. Deal’s been made.” 
 
    Alexis pulled a chair out from her under her desk, which was crowded with books, paper, soda cans, and bottles of lotion and other debris of her daily life. She always cleaned it off before school started, determined to do her homework in a neat, orderly place, but by the end of the first month it always ended up cluttered again. She sat facing Jynx and crossed her arms over the back of the chair. “So if I was having second thoughts, I couldn’t get out of it?” 
 
    “Nope, nope, nope. Not without consequences.” She lifted her hand to waggle her fingers dramatically before holding up a pair of jeans to examine the holes in the cuffs. 
 
    Alexis pursed her lips, disturbed by the close inspection. Most of her jeans had ragged cuffs because she was too short for the style, but she also was reluctant to constantly ask her mother to hem them for her. In the end, it was just easier to walk on the edges. She’d never minded before, but Jynx’s inspection made her feel as if her clothes were indeed inadequate. And besides, there was a bigger problem than her worn and torn wardrobe. “What sort of consequences?” 
 
    Jynx pouted. “That didn’t last long. It’s been a few hours. Do you really want to back out already?” 
 
    “Just curious,” Alexis said carefully. 
 
    “Should have asked beforehand,” Jynx sang out, turning back to the backpack. She’d almost completely emptied it by now and was only pulling out the stray sock or underwear.  
 
    Alexis scowled, but silently agreed. She’d been rash this afternoon, more worried about Molly’s wellbeing than her own. The best she could do now was ask as many questions as possible to make up for her early forgetfulness. “So why did he send you?” 
 
    “He belatedly realized you might not know what to pack. And it looks like he’s right. What is this?” she asked, sniffing at the deodorant tentatively. Then she pulled her head back, making retching sounds and gagging with over-exuberance, dropping the uncapped deodorant on the bed as she clutched at her throat. Alexis watched this passively, and after a moment Jynx settled down and pouted. “You’re no fun.” 
 
    “Now that that’s decided,” she replied drily, “What was your little performance about?” 
 
    “Well, how else was I supposed to react to something that’s so rotten?” 
 
    “Rotten?” Alexis leaned forward, the front legs of the chair lifting up behind her to accommodate her stretch until she reached the miniature deodorant. She lifted it to her nose tentatively—for all she knew it was expired, she couldn’t remember the last time she used it—but all she could smell was a light, slightly sweet floral fragrance. “It smells fine. It’s supposed to be sweet pea, or something like that.” 
 
    “Blech. More like mulch with a heavy dose of rust.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she replied sarcastically, capping the deodorant and tossing it back onto the bed. When she looked back at Jynx, her eyes were fixed on Alexis and gleaming with mischief. 
 
    “Ooo,” she cooed and snickered. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Ooo, I don’t know, ignorance is bliss,” she began in a sing song voice that was partially interrupted by her laughter. Alexis flinched—she was sure that sound would carry downstairs to where her parents were still watching television. 
 
    “Jeez, keep it down, would you?” she hissed, tapping her finger on her lips in a vigorous shushing motion. She listened for a moment, trying to pick out the sounds of her parents’ voices or a creak on the step, but didn’t hear anything. Satisfied, she whispered, “Either tell me what you’re smirking about or don’t, I couldn’t care less.” 
 
    Jynx pressed her lips together, hiding a smile, as she turned back to the bed to examine the pitiful offerings laid out there. Alexis stood next to her, gathering the items and trying to repack them in the backpack. This would have worked a lot better if Jynx didn’t continue rifling through it, pulling items out to continue her examination. Every time she turned to snatch something back from Jynx, the girl was smirking. “What’s your full name?” 
 
    Alexis looked up from the floor where she’d picked up a pair of jeans that Jynx had so carelessly discarded. “Huh?” 
 
    “Y’know, your full name; you must have more than one.” 
 
    “Why the heck does that matter?” she grumbled. 
 
    Jynx pursed her lips but didn’t answer the question. Instead, she pointed out, “You don’t have any food.” 
 
    Alexis hadn’t thought about that. She wanted to smack herself; what was she expecting, fast food restaurants in the Faery Realm? She snorted at the idea. “Right,” she sighed. “What do you suggest?” 
 
    “Whatever’s fast and easy.” Her eyes darted at Alexis, her expression making Alexis uneasy. 
 
    Finally, Alexis sighed and said. “Look, umm … Jynx, I appreciate the help, but what’s with the half answers and sly glances?” 
 
    “Do you know anything about Our Realm?” she asked, leaning back until she lay half across the bed, propping herself up so that she could look at the ceiling with leisure. 
 
    Alexis had only skimmed most of the websites. Though she was a booklover, research always seemed somewhat tedious to her, and she hated reading from a computer screen. “I’m guessing not as much as I need to,” she finally replied. 
 
    “You’d be guessing right. I’ll give you one lesson for free, ‘kay?” 
 
    Alexis nodded and wondered what the other’s might cost her, and if Jynx was going to give them whether Alexis consented or not. 
 
    “Don’t eat anything the fae gives you. Including Jaxith and me.” 
 
    “If I ask why, is that a second lesson?” 
 
    “Tsk, tsk, no sarcasm.” 
 
    Alexis attempted to work her face into a contrite expression, and the attempt at least satisfied Jynx. “In general, the food is better on our side. Not so much iron, and there’s no such thing as artificial flavoring.” She made a face that clearly displayed her disgust at that particular idea before her expression cleared, and she continued, “One taste, and you’ll swear this side is made of iron.” 
 
    After hearing it, Alexis had to admit that she thought she’d heard or read something like that. Then again, she may just be thinking about the warning from Hansel and Gretel. But something in Jynx’s wording caught her attention. “So if that’s the general danger, what’s the specific danger?” 
 
    “Well, Miss Smarty Pants, the specific danger, as you call it, lies not within the fruit, but within the intentions of the fae giving it to you. Enchantments,” she said airily at Alexis’ blank stare of confusion. “Everything from the good old turn-you-into-a-frog to gluttony so intense you’d eat your own hand if nothing else was in front of you and your arm after that.” 
 
    Alexis gagged at the image and had to force away the thought as she croaked, “Why would they do that? And why would they attach it to food?” 
 
    “Enchantments are laced into food for the same reason poison is.” She didn’t elaborate beyond that and Alexis wasn’t sure she wanted to know the answer anyway. “As for why we do it? For some it’s necessary, for others its entertainment. It can be reversed, but boy howdy is it hard work. Then again,” she grinned slyly, “You have a big brave protector that would probably go through the trouble.” 
 
    “I’d rather not inconvenience him,” she replied, glad to know that her bargain with Jaxith at least meant she was safe from that fate, but still resolving to find some easy-to-pack foods as soon as possible. 
 
    Jynx cracked up at the word choice. “Inconvenience! At least you know your place.” 
 
    Alexis bristled, but didn’t comment. Now that she knew the situation, she had to pull her clothes back out of the backpack and choose from the already limited selection—it’d be impossible to pack all of them and enough food. Then again, how much food would be enough? She’d certainly have to make a run to the store before she finished packing. “Do you have any other wisdom to impart? Or are you just gonna watch me pack all night? Nothing else to do?” 
 
    “I have other things to do,” Jynx replied petulantly.  
 
    Alexis raised her eyebrow at her.  
 
    “Well, then, I guess if I’m not wanted here, I’ll just go do them.” The kitsune stuck her nose in the air and pushed off the bed. Alexis expected her to disappear again, but she just walked over to the window, opened it and climbed out. “One more thing,” she said, crouching slightly so that she could look at Alexis through the opening. “Jaxith said to meet us at nine o’clock. Don’t be late.” Then she dropped out of sight. There was a soft thump as Jynx hit the ground and Alexis stuck her head out the window. Instead of seeing the girl who had been there a moment before, she saw what looked like a cat quickly run across the road and disappear into the bushes. She wondered why Jynx couldn’t just pop in and out, like she and Jaxith had done before, but turned back to her issues of packing.  
 
    She waited until she knew her parents were asleep before she headed out. There was an all-night grocery store twenty minutes away, and she had spent some time making a list: energy bars, protein bars, meal bars, snacks, water bottle, and vitamins. It was all she could think of, and though the thought of the dry, mealy bars made her scrunch up her nose, they were her best option for lightweight eating-on-the-go. She bought two boxes of each bar—combinations of peanut butter, fake chocolate, and dried fruits—and sprung for the water bottle with a filter, which meant she had to settle for the cheaper, chewable vitamins instead of the gummy ones. In the end, she spent almost sixty dollars, all of her current savings.  
 
    Back home, she had to find a way to make it all fit. She ended up dumping the food out of its individual boxes and wrapping different portions up in some clothes to keep it, hopefully, from being too squished. Hoping it wasn’t too cold, she left the sweatshirt and only packed two t-shirts, an extra pair of jeans, three pairs of underwear, three pairs of socks, an extra bra, and the toothbrush. She left the toothbrush, toothpaste, and the deodorant behind—if Jynx’s reaction was anything to go by, they’d be more offended by the smell of the deodorant than by sweat. She eyed her cell phone, wondering if it would even work in a different Realm, and decided that even if it did, the charges might be astronomical—worse than international. So she left it on her nightstand, afraid that if she took it with her she’d end up losing it somewhere in the Faery Realm. Because that would be just her luck. She turned away from her phone and frowned at her supplies, wishing she could bring something bigger than the backpack, but not wanting the extra work that came with the extra space. After a moment, she sighed and tried not to worry about it, since she didn’t know a different solution. Now all she had to do was sleep and wait for tomorrow. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven: Over the Rift 
 
      
 
    Alexis almost left without a note. What would she say anyway? She couldn’t tell them the truth, but she didn’t know the best lie to tell them anyway. If she left a note, and she didn’t come back … but that was what Jaxith was for—he was going to keep her safe. In the end, she did leave something for them, right next to her cell phone on the dresser:  
 
    I’m going to find her and bring her back. I’m sorry, I love you, I’m sorry. 
 
    And then she left without looking back. 
 
    It was not quite nine in the morning and she hadn’t slept very well the night before; her anxiety had kept her awake, and when she’d finally fallen asleep, she’d had strange worry-dreams filled with chase scenes and cell phones that refused to work. In retrospect, her time may have been better spent researching more about the fae, but then she wouldn’t have even gotten the few hours of sleep that she did.  
 
    She spotted Jaxith through the trees, waiting for her next to the artificial pond. She looked at the dark, plant riddled water warily and asked, “I don’t have to like, get in there, do I?” 
 
    “No,” he replied, frowning in confusion. “Why would you do that?” 
 
    “Because that would be just my luck.” 
 
    His frown turning to one of concern, he took a few quick steps until he reached her and raised one hand to run one long, slim finger along the dark smudges under her eyes. The touch surprised her and she jerked back from him. His frown deepening, he slowly lowered his hand to his side and asked, “Are you well?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Would you like to back out?” he whispered quietly. “Jynx seemed to think….” He reached out to touch her again, like it was an automatic reaction, and again pulled back. He clasped his hands behind his back as if to remind himself not to touch her.  
 
    “No,” she repeated, looking him directly in the eye so that he would understand how serious she was. 
 
    He silently examined her for a moment before murmuring, “I don’t think this is a very good idea.” She interrupted him with an indignant scoff, but he ignored her. “But I don’t really have a choice.” Then, louder, he asked her, “Did you repack?” 
 
    “Yeah, I got a lot of energy bars and stuff,” she said, shifting her shoulders. The backpack was heavier than she’d expected, and it already pulled at her shoulders with its weight, though she tried valiantly to ignore it. 
 
    “Energy bars,” he repeated, his face blank with confusion. 
 
    She rolled her eyes and explained, “Food.” 
 
    He didn’t look quite convinced, but he didn’t comment again either.  
 
    In fact, he didn’t say anything for the next several minutes. Alexis waited with him in silence until her curiosity got the better of her and she demanded, “Is there some reason we haven’t started yet?” Maybe the portal or whatever it was to the Other Realm only opened at a certain time of day? 
 
    But the answer ended up being much simpler than that. “Yes, we’re just waiting for my sister. She is a bit late, despite this being her idea.” 
 
    “You’re the one that came looking for me,” she pointed out. 
 
    He pursed his lips. 
 
    “Regretting it already?” 
 
    He didn’t answer. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Whatever.” She walked to a nearby tree, slid her backpack off, and leaned against the tree. It wasn’t much longer before Jynx appeared without so much as a pop to warn her. Alexis jerked back, hitting her head against the trunk, which caused Jynx to laugh with malicious glee. 
 
    “Well, hello to you too, Lexi-girl.” 
 
    Alexis didn’t reply, her mind occupied with taking in Jynx’s appearance. Today she was wearing a pair of mustard yellow leggings and a bright red tank top overlaid with a denim vest. She wondered if Jynx dressed that way on purpose to draw attention or if she just liked to mix her colors. It was also possible that, being a fox, she was color blind, but somehow Alexis had the impression that Jynx knew exactly what she was wearing and everything was done for a purpose. Instead of asking, she muttered, “Lexi-girl? Just call me Alexis.” 
 
    “No can do,” she chirped.  
 
    Alexis furrowed her brow in agitation, but instead of insisting, she let the subject drop. Nobody called her Lexi—not even Molly—but it was more important to get started than to argue nicknames. She lifted her bag back onto her shoulders and looked at Jaxith. “So how exactly does one get to Your Realm,” she asked, trying to hide her nerves. 
 
    “The fae can, for the most part, come and go as they please. Humans, however, can only travel through the rifts,” Jaxith explained.  
 
    Alexis tried to hide her confusion, but he noticed it anyway. “Rifts are like the doorways between the two realms. It’s where the realms overlap. But the doorways are locked to normal humans. If one has fae blood, they could possibly get through. It depends on how strong that part of their nature is—the thicker the blood, the easier the entrance. But a normal human,” he motioned to her, “Would need an escort; someone to unlock the door.” 
 
    She wouldn’t admit to herself she was stalling; she was just curious. “How many are there? Doors, I mean. Rifts, whatever.” 
 
    “I can’t answer that.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Oh, not that again.” 
 
    His lips quirked in a slight smile. “No, I mean, I don’t know. No one does. They pop up here and there, stick around for a decade or two and disappear again. In some centuries, there are very few, scattered along the continents. In other times, there are millions—you can’t walk a mile without running into one. Some towns have one or two, some have two or three dozen. There are several factors—size, activity, amount of iron.” 
 
    “Does every town have one?” 
 
    “No, and many of the biggest cities don’t.” 
 
    That made sense to her—too many iron buildings. “But ours does.” 
 
    Jynx snickered. “Duh, or we wouldn’t be here.” 
 
    Alexis thought Jynx was referring to her brother and herself, but then realized that she meant here in the woods. “Is this the only one?” 
 
    “As far as I’ve seen, but I don’t have a record of the rifts in this area.” 
 
    She nodded slowly. Then, with a deep, bracing breath she asked, “Okay, so, how do we get through this rift?” 
 
    “You’re ready?” he asked. She was embarrassed to know that he’d suspected her of stalling, but decided it wasn’t important. 
 
    She gave him a brisk nod. “As I’ll ever be.” 
 
    Still facing her, he grasped her shoulders, moving slowly so that she wouldn’t pull away from him this time. Her shoulders were tight and tense with her discomfort, but all he did was turn her so her back was to a specific tree, then he released her, though he didn’t step back. “Close your eyes.” Though the command was only a whisper, the sound was loud in the quiet forest—even Jynx was silent as her brother directed Alexis. 
 
    She took a deep breath, wondering what he would do while her eyes were closed, but complied despite her nerves. Her eyes had barely closed before he struck her shoulders with enough force to send her sprawling backwards. In her surprise, she gasped, opened her eyes, and flung her hands out to catch herself, desperately grasping for Jaxith, a tree, a stick, anything. The air vibrated and hummed around her, starting at her hairline and spreading through her toes. She was dizzy, disorientated, and suddenly wondered if she was really there, really anywhere. She was just reminding herself that this wasn’t the time to have an existential crisis when the sensation stopped. She landed on her back so hard that her breath whooshed out of her in one painful grunt. Dazed, she stared up at the trees, her mind fuzzy enough that it took her a few deep, shuddering breaths to realize that they weren’t the vibrant, young summer trees that she’d walked through. These trees were ancient, towering over her by a hundred feet, probably more, and they were half-bare of leaves, as if in the midst of autumn.


 
   
  
 

 Part Two 
 
    The Search for Molly Connolly


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One: And Through the Woods 
 
      
 
    Alexis stared up at the barren trees for a very long time without moving. There was no wind and no chattering noises of animals or insects; everything around her was completely, eerily still. Then a furry face, wild and almost unrecognizable, appeared above her, blocking out the trees. Startled, Alexis yelped and jerked into a sitting position. Jynx almost fell over from laughing so hard. 
 
    “Ooo, your face! Your face!” Jynx just kept gasping, bent over, clutching her stomach with one hand and banging the other on her knee. In between gasps she tried to mimic Alexis’ expression, widening her eyes and lowering the corners of her lips in an exaggeration of shock and confusion, but she couldn’t hold it for long before she was laughing again. 
 
    Alexis didn’t say anything to defend herself, she was too busy staring and acclimatizing herself to Jynx’s strange new appearance. She was covered, head to toe, with a short coat of dark brown fur. She still had hair, the same color as her new fur coat, but it was wilder, fluffed up at the top, disturbed by to two rounded triangle ears that twitched at any noise. But the strangest change was her face: the top half, except for the fur, remained the same, but she now had a short muzzle, tipped with the round black nose of a fox. Alexis shifted to try to catch a peek behind Jynx to see if there was a tail, but didn’t see any sign of one. “Well,” she began but never found a sentence to follow. Jynx just kept laughing. 
 
     “That’s enough,” Jaxith scolded, drawing Alexis’ attention. She sighed with relief as she saw him; he still looked different, but his changes weren’t as extreme as Jynx’s. His ears were sticking through his hair in small points, but they were distinctly still flesh colored, and he didn’t have a muzzle, though he still didn’t look quite the same as he had before. His cheekbones were more defined, his nose was longer and pointed, and his jaw was thicker. He also had yellowish eyes, but other than that he seemed almost normal in comparison to his sister.  
 
    Jynx stuck her tongue out, but offered her hand to help Alexis stand. “Welcome to Tír na nÓg,” she said in a sing-song voice. She grinned at Alexis’ startled expression and continued, “Better known as the Faery Realm, to those who know it at all.” But Alexis barely heard her—she was focused on Jynx’s mouth, mesmerized and horrified by the changes there; it was now a carnivore’s mouth, filled with sharp teeth perfectly positioned to rend and tear meat. 
 
    Alexis shivered. “Don’t smile like that; it’s creepy.” 
 
    This just made Jynx laugh again, her dark eyes lighting up with mischievous glee. “Am I too scary for you, Lexi-girl?” 
 
    “Seriously, stop calling me that,” she muttered and dusted the dead leaf debris and dirt off her butt. She looked around and, upon finding nothing extraordinary except for the change of season, asked, “So, this is the Faery Realm?” Privately, she was extremely disappointed. Until that moment, she hadn’t even realized she was expecting something, but her mind had subconsciously formed several images. The idea of a castle was foremost, but also a giant garden with talking flowers—probably from memories of the Disney adaptation of Alice in Wonderland—or, at the very least, a yellow bricked road. But there were only trees, fallen leaves, and the eerie, unnatural silence.  
 
    Jaxith nodded. “A part of it, at least. We’re in the Woods.” 
 
    “I can see that.” 
 
    “No, it’s the name.” 
 
    “You call the woods … the Woods?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How creative,” she replied drily. 
 
    He gave her an arch look and in the same dry tone asked, “And what would you call it?” 
 
    “I dunno,” she muttered. “You called this place Tír na nÓg,” she said it slowly, trying to pronounce it the way Jynx had: Teer-na-nach. “I guess I was expecting something more … more magical.” 
 
    “The Woods are magical enough on their own; they don’t need any assistance from the power of a name.” 
 
    “Wait, what does that mean?” 
 
    “Well, aren’t you just the nosiest little busybody,” Jynx interrupted. “What’s this? What’s that?” she mocked. “Are we just going to stand here all day in faery school or are we going to get a move on?” 
 
    Jaxith agreed, “She’s right, we should start moving.” He began walking in a direction that Alexis couldn’t determine, along a path that Alexis couldn’t distinguish, toward landscapes that looked exactly the same all about her. All that was left was to follow him. 
 
    Alexis thought she should be used to silence in company after all that time she spent avoiding talking to Molly’s friends and trying not to feel awkward in public places full of unknown people. So, when Jaxith didn’t offer up any information, and she decided it wasn’t wise to ask Jynx anything, she tried to remain quiet. But the problem was that everything else remained quiet too—she’d noticed it before, but the absolute lack of background noise continued to disturb her. She looked around at the trees nervously, wondering if this realm had any squirrels, beetles, anything one might expect to find in a forest, but there was nothing. She opened her mouth to ask why the place was so empty, but remembered her resolve and closed it again, giving her lips a little displeased wiggle. 
 
    “Names have very great power,” Jaxith called back to her. 
 
    She jumped, the sudden noise startling her. She had no idea what he was talking about until she remembered her previous question. “Are we talking like, literally or figuratively?” 
 
    “I’m being quite literal. Most humans only vaguely remember the power of a name. They might use it in a figure of speech, perhaps, though they take it the wrong way.” 
 
    She thought for a moment and then offered, “Like the Kardashians.” He gave her a quizzical look and she explained, “They’re kind of famous, but it’s not usually because of something they’ve done, just something like, their dad has done?” She frowned. “You know, I’m not actually sure why they’re famous.”  
 
    “Yes, perhaps. Humans associate it to the family line. We fae know that there is other power. It’s extremely unlikely that any of the fae will voluntarily give you, or anyone else, their true name. Some think it’s dangerous to give out even part of their name, but it’s not a common practice because the refusal leads to other difficulties.” 
 
    Jynx snickered. “Yeah, you just can’t go calling out ‘hey-you-with-the-fangs’. We have to have something to identify each other by.” 
 
    Alexis gave her a sidelong look as she realized something. “You asked for my full name back in my room.” 
 
    Jaxith’s head whipped around and he glared at Jynx. His sister shrugged, unrepentant. “I just asked. It’s not like she gave it to me.” 
 
    “So, you have some self-preservation after all,” Jaxith muttered. “I was beginning to wonder.” 
 
    “Gotcha. Rule number two: Don’t give out my full name.” 
 
    “Compiling a list?” he asked, smiling with amusement and approval. “Probably a good idea. But what’s rule number one?” 
 
    “Don’t eat fae food.” 
 
    “Yes, a good one, but perhaps not rule number one.” 
 
    “Have you got something more important you haven’t clued me in on yet?” 
 
    He glanced at her, but quickly turned back, paying more attention to where he was walking than Alexis suspected was strictly necessary. Finally, he admitted. “Rule number one: don’t make deals with the fae.” 
 
    “Bit late for that.” 
 
    “It was for the best. But now you know for future reference.” 
 
    She sighed. “Right, I’ll uh, keep that in mind.” Their conversation dwindled then, and they walked on in silence. At one point, Alexis called ahead for them to pause while she got the water bottle out. She crouched and set her backpack on the ground, resting it up against a tree. She tipped her head back while she took a long drink of lukewarm water. There was a soft thunk, and when she looked back down her backpack was lying on the ground, the top layer spilling over into the dirt, no trees within a foot of it. She glanced up at Jaxith, too stunned to move from her crouched position. 
 
    Jaxith’s smile was self-satisfied. “I told you: there’s plenty of magic in the Woods.” 
 
    “Duly noted,” she murmured and picked her bag back up, straightening up and pushing the water bottle back into it. “Do all the trees move or is that a … special tree?” She pulled the straps back onto her shoulders and inched away from the closest tree. 
 
    “Most of the trees do tend to walk about. I wouldn’t suggest leaning against them; it might offend them or their dryads.” 
 
    She remembered hearing or reading about dryads, which were, if she remembered correctly, tree spirits that took the forms of beautiful women. She didn’t know how accurate those stories were, but right now didn’t seem the best time to ask. 
 
    As they resumed their walking, she squinted at the trees, trying to see anything strange. They seemed to be the same trees as back home—oak, maple, elm, ash. She never caught a single one moving, though occasionally, if she took her eyes off one, and then looked back at it, it appeared to be in a different space. And still there was no noise to accompany their movement, which made it somehow more disturbing—there should be rustling leaves, shifting branches, but all she heard were her own footsteps. Disgruntled, she asked “How come only most of them move?” 
 
    “Do you have to ask a thousand questions?” Jynx whined. 
 
    “It’s part of keeping me safe, isn’t it?” Alexis snapped, fidgeting with her backpack strap. “I need to know what’s up with everything.” 
 
    “I agree,” Jaxith replied, then reminded Jynx gently: “No one forced you to be here.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I had nothing better to do than to escort a bumbling human about the woods.” 
 
    “Bumbling?” Alexis frowned at the offense and stopped walking. 
 
    “Yes, can’t you hear it?”  
 
    Alexis, startled at the idea of any noise, paused and focused harder than before, cocking her head to the side to expose one ear better, but she stopped when Jynx started snickering. “When you’re walking. We’ll be lucky if the Solitary aren’t sniffing after us already. They’ll most definitely be on our tail before we reach a Court.” Her eyes were dancing with mischief again. “On second thought, keep up the bumbling. I could use a good run.” 
 
    Alexis’ head hurt with all the information Jynx had just shoved at her. “We’ll continue with the bumbling,” she decided aloud. She listened as she walked and all she heard was the soft rustling of the leaves and other debris beneath her feet. “I still don’t hear it.” 
 
    Jynx grabbed Alexis’s arm to stop her again. “Listen to me.” Letting Alexis go, she glided forward a few steps. There was the slightest, soft rustling sound that only grew truly noticeable when Jynx came to a stop and it disappeared. She put her hands on her hips and gave Alexis a significant look. “See? Now this is you.” She slumped her shoulders and stomped forward a few steps, purposefully kicking leaves and stepping on twigs while muttering: “clomp, stomp, smash, crash,” along the way.  
 
    “Yeah, well, forgive me for not being a debutante.” 
 
    “A what?” the siblings asked, giving her identical blank looks. 
 
    She shook her head. “Not important, has to do with gliding, at least, I think they’re taught to glide.” She shrugged, unconcerned. “Whatever, can we just move on?” 
 
    “Bumbling,” Jynx muttered, but they continued without further discussion. 
 
    But Alexis was still bothered by Jynx’s comments. As she walked, she listened carefully. At first, she was frustrated, still unable to understand Jynx’s point, but the further she walked the more she noticed the incongruous sounds. Where Jynx’s steps, barely audible as they were, had blended with the environment in a soft rhythm, Alexis’ steps were discordant, standing out in the silence in a way that made her cringe. Now that she knew what the problem was, she struggled to find the solution— she slowed down, watching every step and placing her feet carefully, but Jaxith and Jynx were soon so far ahead of her that she decided to ditch the quiet plan and go on as she had before.  
 
    Besides, she still had more questions to ask, so it didn’t matter how loudly she walked because her talking would draw attention anyway. She had to jog slightly to catch up, ignoring Jynx’s smirk at the noise she was making. “So, what are the Solitary? And what’s a Court?” She had two images in her mind: a medieval court with a King and jester, or a long green Tennis court. 
 
    “Those are both very long explanations,” Jaxith replied. “And it’s getting dark out.” 
 
    “Huh?” she said, looking around in confusion. They hadn’t been walking more than forty-five minutes. At least, she thought that’s all they’d been walking. When she looked around, the Woods were the same shade as when they entered them: light without any overhead sun. “It looks fine to me.”  
 
    “Newcomer.” Jynx pointed at her, then herself and Jaxith. “Experts.” 
 
    “Time doesn’t flow at the same rate here as it does in the Mortal Realm,” Jaxith explained. “If you’re comparing the timelines, it would look as if they’re in flux. One way to put it, for your comparison, is that time speeds up exponentially here, until it reaches a certain point, and then it slows back down. The transition is smooth for the fae so that the changes aren’t noticed unless something big interferes with the timeline, so it’s more noticeable for mortals. The same is true for us in the Mortal Realm—you wouldn’t notice how your time slows and quickens, but for any fae, the transition is rockier. It might take some time for you to become adjusted. Once you’re here for a while it will feel normal, but for now it may be a bit disorienting.” 
 
    His last sentence made her wonder again how long he expected the search for Molly to last. Though it might be helpful, she wasn’t planning on staying here long enough to get used to the time difference. “Okay, so you have like, internal clocks that help you figure out what time it is,” she said, very slowly. Then, abruptly switching back topics, she added, “Well, I didn’t exactly have room for camping gear.” 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting you to be properly equipped,” he admitted. “We’ll find a suitable place to bed down.” 
 
    “What, just out in the open?” 
 
     Jaxith shrugged and continued without comment. Alexis frowned, but couldn’t think of something better. She knew there wouldn’t be hotels in the Faery Realm, but it somehow hadn’t occurred to her that they’d be spending their nights camping. It should have, but she’d had so many other things on her mind.  
 
    Though Jaxith had said it was getting dark already, he spent a long time looking for the appropriate spot, and there was still no change in the light. When he finally decided on somewhere, Alexis didn’t understand what all his fussing was about—as far as she could tell, it looked the same as any other stretch of woods they’d walked through. Even as they set up camp, the lighting stayed the same, and she wondered if Jaxith’s internal clock might not have been thrown off by the Mortal Realm.  
 
    There wasn’t much effort needed to prepare for the night. As Alexis put her bag down—careful not to leave it too close to a tree—she realized she hadn’t even thought to pack a sleeping bag. Her set-up for the night consisted of finding food, which had fallen to the bottom of the bag, and squishing her backpack into something resembling a pillow. When she realized there was nothing left to do, she looked around the Woods, frowning. 
 
    When Jaxith caught her standing idly, he tasked her with gathering wood for a fire. “But stay in sight,” he warned as she wandered away. “And don’t attack the trees.” 
 
    She didn’t know why he thought she’d go around attacking the trees. First, she didn’t have an axe. Second, she knew enough about making fires that dried wood was much better; live, green wood produced too much smoke. It was easy enough to find plenty of sticks on the ground and she made sure to grab a variety of sizes—small ones for kindling, thicker ones for longer burning—until her arms were so overloaded that she almost dropped the full load when she bent over for the last one. All the while she kept either Jaxith or Jynx in sight, afraid that if she looked away for too long, they’d disappear and she’d be stranded. When she’d finally finished collecting her sticks, she made her way slowly back to Jaxith, who gestured toward a dirt area cleared of leaf debris. He was walking around the area he’d chosen, touching the trees and mumbling to himself. He didn’t look like he wanted to be interrupted and he seemed to expect Alexis to be able to start the fire. Sighing, she tried to remember her few short years in the Girl Scouts and piled the sticks in a terrible version of the teepee style she’d learned while camping one year. However, she didn’t have anything to light it with, and she wasn’t about to start rubbing sticks together to create a spark. When Jaxith looked back at her, she asked, “You got a light?” 
 
    He gave her an amused smile and waved his hand. There was the pop and crackling sounds of a fire, and then the branches were dancing with a warm and inviting blaze. “Magic has many uses,” he mused as he settled into a cross-legged position near her. 
 
    “What else can you do?” She asked eagerly. Then she guessed before he could answer, “You can hide your true face.” 
 
    “Of course. It’s called a glamour—most of us require one when we are in the Mortal Realm, it wouldn’t do to stand out. However, it’s very rare to wear one when we’re in our own realm. It’d be considered rude.” He motioned to his face. “This is what I look like relaxed.” Alexis’ eyes darted to his sister, still trying to adjust to the fur. “Jynx has a closer connection with her animal side. But that trait is solely the shapeshifters’, since our bodies and our magic are constantly in flux, depending on our needs and moods. At different points, she could appear more human, and I could appear less. It’s an instinctual part of our magic, so it doesn’t take any effort. However, we both still require a glamour to make us blend in while we’re in the Mortal Realm, which requires more magic on our part.” 
 
    Alexis nodded and settled into a more comfortable position by the fire. It wasn’t cold in the Woods, but the fire’s warm blaze was still comfortable and soothing. She watched the flames flicker in the darkness and—she blinked, realizing for the first time that it was dark. She hadn’t noticed a gradual change in the lighting—it had simply been the shaded light of the Woods one moment, and the pure and eerie darkness of night the next. Thankfully, the fire provided both warmth and light. But another thought occurred to her and she asked, trying to sound nonchalant instead of scared, “Won’t the fire attract like, I dunno, predators?” Or the Solitary that she still didn’t understand yet. 
 
    “It might, but I’ve laid a protective border around the camp. It will last until daybreak, so you can relax for the night.” 
 
    Alexis looked around curiously, realizing that this must have been what he was doing while she’d been working on the fire. Somehow, she was disappointed—there’d been no flash, no pomp and circumstance, just some mumbling. She liked his trick with the fire much better. 
 
    Now that she was warm, safe, and as comfortable as she could be sitting on the ground, she realized she was hungry. She grabbed one of the meal bars she’d pulled out earlier and unwrapped it and bit into it. It had seemed like a great, easy food choice to buy, and she had thought surely she’d be able to handle the bad taste, but after two chewy bites, she was already daydreaming of what else she could be eating. Still, she slogged through it, chewing and swallowing mechanically. She found that smaller bites were better, even if it meant it would take her longer to finish, and decided to distract herself with conversation. “So, we have time, I think. Courts and Solitary?”  
 
    Jaxith scanned her face for a moment in silence. She couldn’t tell what he was looking for, or what he saw, but after a moment he said, “You are more … talkative than I expected.” 
 
    “What’d you do, spy on me?” she asked, snorting. When he didn’t respond, she scowled at him. “You did, didn’t you?” 
 
    Instead of answering, he delved into his explanation, which also happened to forestall her from demanding answers or flinging accusations. “Once, there were only the two Courts: Seelie and Unseelie. There’re no stories of a time before that, so it’s often believed that with the creation of the fae came the creation of the Courts. The two Courts balanced each other out and kept the fae in line. But not everyone wanted to be a part of either Court. Eventually, there were those who disavowed the Courts altogether and left for the Wilds of Our Realm. However, the Courts were more than just a way to monitor the fae—it was also to protect them from the wild magic, the very magic the defectors found themselves immersed in. It was discovered that the wild magic was too strong, and often changed the fae that spent too much time in contact with it. But even after this was discovered, some still made the decision to face this magic on their own instead of being tied to a Court, so they are called the Solitary. Strange things happen to the Solitary. Most times they go mad, drunk with more magic than they can channel.” His voice became quieter as he spoke, and Alexis had to lean toward him; it was as if he feared being overheard by the trees. She shivered at that thought and realized that if the trees could move, why wouldn’t they be able to listen? 
 
    “It’s why we won’t renounce,” Jynx explained, her voice loud enough to startle Alexis. But more startling was her for once serious expression. “We may stay in the Mortal Realm, but we still answer to the Queen.” 
 
    “Which Queen?” 
 
    “We’ll get there,” Jaxith cut in, looking at the fire instead of Alexis. “At some point, a Princess of the Seelie Court made the shocking decision to leave. The thing is, when a daoine sídhe,” Alexis interrupted him with a confused sound so he explained: “They’re the monarchs of the court, sometimes referred to as the Gentry. Their blood is pure fae no matter how many humans are bred into the line.” Alexis wrinkled her nose at his description but didn’t interrupt again. “There used to be many, but there was a great war several centuries ago that cut their numbers considerably. Now there are very few, and they are all connected to a Court. As I was saying, when the Princess left the Seelie Court, many of the other fae left with her, the ones that agreed with her viewpoints. Instead of going mad the same way as the Solitary, the Princess’ magic acted as a shield between her people and the wild power, just as her parents had done for centuries. Over the years, she had enough followers that instead of a band of rag-tag deserters, they were acknowledged as a new Court: the Summer Court. To be honest, some of the other Court Fae view them as a bit of a joke because it’s home to dancers, bards, and the general frolickers.” 
 
    “So, basically, the Summer Court is what people think of as faeries.” 
 
    His lips quirked in a slight smile. “Yes, I think that would be accurate. It’s a mistake to underestimate her and her people though; she’s cunning, quick-witted, and ruthless. She rules her Court without oppositions, yet without oppressing them.” 
 
    “Wait, you mean it’s been the same Queen the whole time?” 
 
    Jaxith nodded. “The fae are very long lived, and she’s very clever.” 
 
    “Jaxith is a bit in love with her,” Jynx crooned and giggled. 
 
    Jaxith snorted, a short huffing laugh; he didn’t agree or deny it, and Alexis didn’t see any signs of embarrassment. He simply continued with his lesson. “Watching the success of the Summer Court, the youngest Prince of the Unseelie Court decided to leave. With his people, he started the Dark Court. It doesn’t seem like there’s much difference between the Unseelie and the Dark at a glance, but the Unseelie have an … unsavory habit that he couldn’t abide by.” 
 
    Alexis didn’t want to know what this habit was, but she did ask, “So why was his called the Dark Court then?” 
 
    “You’ll see,” Jynx chirped. 
 
    Jaxith continued his explanation. “One of the strangest stories, though, is how the Winter Court was started. There’s the Snowdrifts north of the Woods—a wild, icy and dangerous tundra. Some of the Solitary Fey had gathered there over the years, but they had a leader. Not a daoine sídhe, but a powerful fae nonetheless, one of the first shapeshifters. He was old enough, and strong enough, to protect the others from the wild magic. He had such a following that the Summer Queen, whose territory was closest to his at the—” 
 
    Alexis held up a hand, stopping him. “Wait a minute. You’re telling me the Summer Queen lives near the Snowdrifts?” 
 
    He stared at her silently until she harrumphed, giving up her question in the interest of hearing what the Summer Queen had done. “The Summer Queen invited him to the Court to take his measure. As the story goes, he fell immediately in love with her oldest daughter. There’s some tragic tale to it.” Alexis perked up and leaned closer to him with interest. “But all that’s important is that she returned with him to the Snowdrifts, officially forming the Winter Court.” 
 
    Alexis was disappointed that he didn’t explain the love story more. It was the sort of thing she and Molly loved. Her heart ached at the thought of her friend, but she mentally shook herself. She would find Molly. She just needed to keep repeating that until she stopped doubting herself. She counted on her fingers and asked, “So there are five Courts total? That doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    Jaxith frowned at her and Jynx huffed. “Why doesn’t it make sense?” 
 
    “Well, you said the Seelie and the Unseelie were created in tandem as a balance, right?” She didn’t wait for them to answer. “When the Summer Court came around, it was balanced by the Dark Court. Except now there’s the Winter Court, which, duh, seems like the real balance for the Summer Court, it just took a while to get around to, y’know, do its whole spiritual or magical job, whatever. So now what balances out the Dark Court? Or is it neutral?” She frowned, because that didn’t seem right either. Then she asked, “What would be the opposite of that? The Light Court?” 
 
    There was a stunned silence before Jaxith said in thoughtful agreement, “That is an interesting theory.” 
 
    Jynx smirked. “You’ve been here for one day and you’re already an expert?” she asked snidely. 
 
    “It’s just logical,” Alexis pointed out, crossing her arms over her chest. “The Summer Court was balanced out by one of their own, right? You said that the Winter Court only really came around because of the Princess. So then it’s logical that one of the um,” she stumbled in her explanation as she tried to sound out, “the doann shee from the Dark Court would make the Light Court, right?” 
 
    Jynx fell over, she was laughing so hard. “Isn’t she sooooo smart!” 
 
    Alexis scowled at her and wanted to continue the argument to defend her position, but Jaxith forestalled her. “We’re getting off the point,” he said quietly. 
 
    She frowned at him, then her eyes widened. “You think Molly is in one of these Courts.” She held her breath as she waited for his answer. 
 
    “It’s the most logical conclusion.” 
 
    She leaned closer again, waiting. When he didn’t answer, she demanded, “Well? Which one?” 
 
    He hesitated for a moment before admitting, “It’s difficult to tell.” 
 
    “But how can it not be easy?” she demanded, clenching her hands in frustration. “You were working for someone, right? Don’t you know what Court they were from?” 
 
    Jynx snickered. “What, you don’t think we can move around?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Well, if you had kidnapped someone, would you really keep them at your house?” 
 
    Alexis deflated. She’d really hoped it would be that easy, but Jynx had a point. But there had to be some clue. Alexis didn’t think she had time to search the entirety of the Faery Realm. Trying not to whine, she asked, “Shouldn’t it just be the closest one?” 
 
    “That’s not how Tír na nÓg works,” Jaxith said quietly.  
 
    “And what does that mean?” 
 
    “I can’t explain it in human terms,” Jaxith explained. 
 
    Alexis gritted her teeth as she repeated herself: “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Think about it this way. France, Ireland, the Americas are all distinct places on a map,” as he spoke he traced his fingers in the air, as if he were really drawing a map for her. “They only shift with the Earth over millennia. But Tír na nÓg isn’t a set space. It’s more,” he paused, his expression showing his distress, and turned to Jynx. 
 
    Presented with the challenge, she pursed her lips as she took a moment to think of the appropriate word. “Malleable,” she finally announced triumphantly. 
 
    “Huh?” Alexis looked between them, feeling very out of her depth. 
 
    Jaxith sighed and spoke slowly as he struggled to make his explanation as coherent and understandable as possible. “Tír na nÓg changes constantly, and it’s not just one piece of land, there are several layers. It’s huge, in the fact that there is an entire world here—land, sea, mountains, valleys—but it’s very small too because you can travel from one spot to the next in a matter of a few days. I can’t tell you where anything is because it’s not stable—it’s not a point on a map. It’s simply instinct and knowing what you’re doing.” 
 
    When he saw that she still didn’t understand, he asked her, “Do you have any paper?” 
 
    “Not really, I didn’t expect to need it,” she snapped, too frustrated to act politely. 
 
    “What do you have?” 
 
    She sighed and stood up, going to her bag and bringing it back to him. He took out one of her T-shirts and a handful of meal bars. Despite her grumbled protest, he laid the T-shirt out on the ground. “Think of this as the Faery Realm.” He held up one bar at a time, proclaiming them each to be a different Court, and then set them down in different places. “Here’s where the Courts might be today.” He shifted them around, moving them closer, taking the “Seelie Court” from a T-shirt sleeve to the far-left corner of the bottom, moving the Dark Court from the same place to the edge of the neck. “This might be what it looked like yesterday. It might stay one way for a century, it might shift in the next hour.” 
 
    She still didn’t fully understand, but she had a more pressing question. “So how does that work with the rifts? Does that mean that they move too?” He’d explained how they popped up now and again, but she’d thought they all led to the same place. 
 
    “Once a rift opens, it is connected to that location. The location can move, but the rift will stay the same. I shouldn’t worry about any of the rifts on your side, it’s the rifts on our side to worry about. There could be two right next to each other, but one may go to Michigan and the other goes to China.” 
 
    “Well, I guess it’s a good thing I have you, I’d be lost in an hour. And I don’t speak Chinese.” 
 
    “You’d be eaten in an hour,” Jynx replied, baring her teeth at her in mock hunger. 
 
    Alexis sighed and ran her hands through her hair, wondering why nothing could ever be easy. They’d probably have to explore a few of these Courts. She really, really hoped that Molly wasn’t being held in the Unseelie Court. She’d even rather face the freezing Snowdrifts than explore the Unseelie Court—and she never wanted to find out what sort of ‘unsavory’ habits they had. Knowing they had to start somewhere, she asked, “Okay, so which Court are you two a part of?” 
 
    Jynx flashed her another toothy grin; Alexis made a point of focusing on her eyes instead of her teeth. “We’re part of the Dark Court.” 
 
    Alexis wasn’t surprised. She’d admittedly had an image of goths and emo kids when they first mentioned it, but Jynx’s reaction to her probing questions about the Dark Court made more sense now.  
 
    “We were born into it,” Jaxith added when he saw Alexis’ brow creased in thought. “We could switch allegiance, but it’s rare—most of the Court fae don’t trust anyone from a different Court. The Unseelie is the exception, taking in all petitioners, but it’s better for us to simply stay with the Dark Court.” 
 
    While the subject was interesting, Alexis felt there was still a lot of information she needed to know. She searched her memory of what Jaxith had already explained and found something she didn’t understand. “Tell me more about the Solitary fae. Why do they go crazy?” 
 
    “Because they aren’t strong enough to protect themselves against the wild magic. Only the oldest, or the purest fae can. Since there aren’t that many old fae left, and the daoine sídhe are the only ones who always breed true, most of the fae that leave the Courts are unprotected. The magic invades them—infects them mind, body, and soul. Within a year, they’re unrecognizable.” 
 
    “But how does that happen? I still don’t really get why it doesn’t happen to the Court fae.” 
 
    “No one is really sure, but there are theories. The daoine sídhe are strong enough to protect an entire territory, and to extend that protection to anyone that is willing to give them their allegiance. Some of these protections are obvious, like physical barriers against enemies—Court and Solitary alike. Others are less noticeable, at least while you’re enjoying the benefits. They protect us from the wild magic that saturates Tír na nÓg; somehow, they’re able to filter it in a way that we can use it, but it cannot use us. When the Solitary fae lose this protection, they are at the magic’s mercy. At first it strengthens them—they’re able to perform magic beyond the skill of most Court fae. But this strength comes at a price, and the price for such magic is more than most are willing or able to pay. It warps their bodies and minds, causing incredible pain and driving them insane.” 
 
    “Right, well, avoiding them would be good then,” Alexis agreed, wondering how she could make herself walk quieter. 
 
    “It would be ideal, yes, but it may not be possible. They’ve grown in number over the last few decades and the Wilds are their territory.” 
 
    “Wonderful. Well, at least I have you to keep me safe,” she said drily. She was starting to wonder if his job was impossible.  
 
    He smiled at her sadly, which wasn’t encouraging. “You should get some rest. You haven’t looked well since we started.” 
 
    “Yeah, sounds like a good idea to me,” she grunted. She pulled her backpack close to her and lay down, placing it under her head to use as a pillow. It wasn’t the most comfortable position, and she already longed for her bed, but she just had to keep thinking of Molly. At first her thoughts were purposefully encouraging: she would find Molly, bring her back home, and everything would go back to normal. But as she stared at the fire, her thoughts morphed from optimistic to pessimistic, so slowly she didn’t notice the change. What started out as “Maybe I can find Molly tomorrow” turned into “But it could take a few days, maybe a week or two even” until it finally became “And what happens if I don’t find her at all?” The biggest question of all: would this all end up being a mistake? One that she wouldn’t even live to regret? She had a sudden, dramatic image of her own body, half eaten and rotting, strewn across the forest floor. Her breath quickening, she squeezed her eyes shut so tightly they hurt, though the orange flicker of the flame still penetrated them. Taking two deep breaths, she wiped the image from her mind and rolled over. The fire warmed her back pleasantly as she continued to force her breathing to remain calm. She tucked one arm under her make-shift pillow and buried her face in the crook of her elbow, shying away from those negative thoughts until she was so exhausted that she finally fell asleep.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two: Hot Pursuit  
 
      
 
    Alexis woke up when Jaxith shook her shoulder—it felt like she had only just fallen asleep, but her back and neck were already sore from lying on the ground for too long. Bleary-eyed and cotton-headed, she pulled herself into a seated position and brought her backpack into her lap, rustling through it until she found a protein bar. She bit into it and chewed sleepily, feeling like a cow chewing cud. 
 
    “That looks disgusting,” Jynx chirped; she was too chipper and well rested for Alexis’ current mood. 
 
    “We should get moving quickly. I already let you sleep for too long,” Jaxith said. 
 
    “Long?” Alexis asked, blinking at him for a moment. “How long was it? It couldn’t have been more than a few hours,” she reasoned, stretching her neck and cracking it. 
 
    “I wanted to leave an hour ago, but you weren’t responding,” he admitted. 
 
    She wasn’t surprised by that; she knew she was a heavy sleeper once she actually fell asleep. She shrugged, unapologetic, and forced herself to keep eating until she’d finished the entire bar. She stuffed the trash back into her backpack. For a moment, she debated changing clothes, but decided not to waste the effort. Decision made, she closed her backpack and pulled it onto her shoulders. She pushed herself to her feet and nodded briskly. “Okay, ready when you are.” 
 
    Jaxith’s smile seemed relieved. He turned and began walking without a word, Jynx beside him and Alexis following. She tried one more time to walk more quietly, but concentrating on her steps had two downsides—each step was heavier, so even when she avoided the loudest sounds of snapping twigs, she was still making plenty of noise, and it was slow progress, so she kept falling behind. When she fell behind, she either had to rush on or call out to them to wait, both options creating enough noise to nullify her efforts. Defeated, she readjusted her step to her normal gait and called out, “Okay, so what else should I keep in mind?” 
 
    Jaxith glanced back at her, a slight crease in his brow. “You’ll have to be more specific.” 
 
    “You know, that list we sort of talked about yesterday? To keep me safe. What else should be on it?” 
 
    He walked on quietly and for a moment she wondered if he was going to stop giving her lessons on the fae—whether because she was annoying him or so that at least one of them was not drawing attention to their group—but when he spoke again, she realized he was just trying to remember what might be dangerous for humans. “Don’t thank any of the fae.” 
 
    “What?” She paused in surprise, then hurried to catch up so that she was only a few steps behind him. Her arms swung energetically as she tried to keep pace. “That’s kind of rude.” 
 
    “Not here. Thanking implies debt or an obligation. For mortals, it’s a natural reflex, but for the fae it’s a serious matter. It’s not that we never thank anyone, but if we do it’s usually with the understanding that the service rendered was great enough so that the other party may ask a favor of us. However, fae being what we are, that favor is not always of equal value to the task performed. In your case, it would simply be better if you avoided the words altogether.” 
 
    “Right, okay, the last thing I need to do is get indebted to everyone and their sister just for the sake of politeness. So, that’s number four I guess. What else?” 
 
    He hesitated, as if he didn’t want to tell her the next part, but finally said, “Be careful what you ask. The fae cannot lie, but we can twist answers to our own purposes.” 
 
    “Wait, the fae can’t lie?” she asked, stopping and staring. “So like, all those times you keep telling me that you can’t tell me, you’re being literal? Like, if I asked you right now where Molly was, if you knew you’d have to tell me?” 
 
    “No. I don’t have to answer questions, but if I do choose to answer, I cannot lie to you. But the fae have found ways around lying: half-truths, answering questions with other questions, only answering part of a question, or not volunteering additional pertinent information.” 
 
    Jynx turned back and grinned at Alexis, making her flinch—no matter how cheerful Jynx seemed, those fangs still startled her. “Jaxith is just being nice by telling you all this.” 
 
    “But couldn’t you be lying about not being able to lie?” Alexis asked, frowning, confused by her own sentence. 
 
    Jynx laughed. “That would throw them off!” 
 
    “No,” Jaxith replied, ignoring his sister. “It’s one of our limitations.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    He didn’t answer, as if to prove that he didn’t have to. She wondered if she’d be pressing her luck to ask more questions. Was he voluntarily answering her to make her feel more comfortable or was it part of their deal to keep her safe? She sighed and decided she’d wait for a little while before asking anything else. 
 
    Something whizzed past Alexis’ ear, disturbing her hair and startling her into stopping. While her instincts said to swat at her ear, she forced herself to remain still, thinking of the bees that tended to dance around her head in summer. The last thing she need was to anger a magical bee. But the creature that stopped in front of her—so close to her face that her eyes crossed—wasn’t a bee. Two inches tall and phosphorescent blue, it bobbed up and down as it chattered in a voice pitched so high Alexis compulsively covered her ears. It flew away and she dropped her hands, relaxing now that the irritating sound had stopped. She ran to catch up with Jaxith and Jynx, eager to ask what she’d just seen, but she’d let her guard down too soon. Out from the trees a glowing cloud descended, surrounding her. She tripped and covered her ears once again, trying to protect her poor eardrums and her head at the same time as thousands of the tiny creatures, all in different iridescent colors, passed above. A few swooped down, rustling in her hair and making her shiver in trepidation as tiny hands brushed her. She didn’t raise her head again until the noise of rustling wings and high-pitched squeaking dissipated. When she did look up, Jaxith was holding out a hand to help her stand. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” she demanded as he pulled her up, her breathing still uneven. She looked around nervously, afraid the swarm would come back again. 
 
    “That was a flutter of pixies,” Jaxith explained calmly. 
 
    Alexis blinked, waiting for him to laugh, and when he didn’t she couldn’t help but laugh herself. It started as a little snort, bubbled into a giggle, and finally she was laughing so hard that she was mimicking Jynx as she clutched her stomach. “A f-flutter?” she stuttered around her laughter. She couldn’t believe she’d feared something that sounded so ridiculously adorable. 
 
    Jaxith watched her amusement with a raised eyebrow and Jynx looked at her like this was the strangest thing to laugh at. When Alexis had finally caught her breath, they continued onward. 
 
    She looked around, curious—though no longer worried—about whether more pixies would be about. “Hey, so, does that mean that other things live in the Woods that aren’t part of the Courts?” 
 
    Instead of answering that questions, he corrected her, “Most pixies are still part of the Courts, though they treat the alliance more as a formality than a practice.” 
 
    “But like, don’t you guys have, I don’t know, wildlife?”  
 
    “Not in the same sense as the Mortal Realm does. There are creatures like the pixies, sprites, bahersts, cù sídhe, and others that roam the Woods and other lands more freely, but they are either part of the Courts or they are considered part of the Solitary.” 
 
    “Does the magic affect them the same way it does the other Solitary?” 
 
    He frowned in thought as he turned back to look at her. “I have no idea.” Then he turned and picked up his pace. She figured that meant he wasn’t going to answer any more questions about the pixies, so she lapsed into silence and continued her hurried pace three or four steps behind him. 
 
    As she walked, she looked down and noticed one shoe was untied. Without thinking to ask them to wait, she stopped and bent down to quickly tie the laces. She expected to have to run to catch up, but when she straightened, she was surprised to find them both only a few steps ahead. At first, she thought they had paused to wait for her, but then she saw Jaxith’s ears twitch, shifting slightly in the same way a dog’s might. Jynx sniffed the air, her nose twitching. They were watching and listening for something’s approach. Alexis looked around, but she couldn’t see, hear, or smell anything out of the ordinary. She still couldn’t tell what had startled them when Jynx turned to her with a feral grin. She cackled at Alexis’ startled expression and crowed, “Woo-hoo, now that’s what I call some excitement!” 
 
    “Run,” Jaxith demanded, moving to stand in front of Alexis, his hand outstretched to guard but not touch. 
 
    She still didn’t understand the danger until a high, vicious cackle echoed through the Woods. 
 
    “Guess we can’t hide!” someone called from the treetops. “But neither can you!”  
 
    Jaxith crouched; one minute he was there in a mostly human form, and the next he was standing on four legs, a perfect specimen of a brown wolf with his hackles raised.  
 
    “Big bad wolf going to protect Little Red Riding Hood? That’s not how the story goes!” A second voice called and there was the heavy thump of feet hitting the ground. Alexis still couldn’t see anything, and she still didn’t move. 
 
    Finally, Jynx grabbed her arm and started pulling. “Come on, don’t just stand there!” she cried, her eyes alight and her face flushed with excitement. At her insistence, Alexis finally began running, Jynx still tugging her along for the first few steps until she could find her rhythm and they were running next to each other. Jynx could have easily outrun Alexis with her longer legs, but she stayed at her side, laughing the entire time. 
 
    “This way, this way,” Jynx chanted, grabbing Alexis’ hand once again to pull her. Now that she was going the direction Jynx wanted, the shapeshifter let the distance between them lengthen. Alexis tried to increase her speed, but she was already pushing her limits, her lungs were burning with the effort, the straps of her backpack tight against her pumping arms and the weight of the bag thumping against her back with every step. Jynx was several feet ahead of her, running with the easy grace of a predator, but she stayed within Alexis’ view so that they wouldn’t be separated.  
 
    Alexis split her attention between focusing on Jynx’s denim-clad back and concentrating on where she placed her feet—she was determined not to trip like the ditsy girls in horror movies. She wished she’d taken more opportunities to run in gym class, but she’d usually jog a lap or two and then walk whenever she could get away with it. Now she didn’t have the chance to catch her breath. She didn’t look back to check on her pursuers, afraid of what she might see or that she might run into a tree while she wasn’t paying attention. A fragment of something Jaxith said came back to her, something about the trees moving. If she had any breath to speak, she’d ask them to move out of her way, but she couldn’t even manage a half-hearted mutter because she was too busy greedily gasping in air. 
 
    She glanced down at the ground to avoid a root and when she looked up again realized that Jynx had disappeared; in those few seconds, she’d managed to lose her guide somewhere among the trees. Alexis was turning her run into a jog when she felt something tingle and vibrate against her skin. It reminded her of crossing the rift. This time, the sensation didn’t leave her breathless and dizzy, just feeling a bit tickled. 
 
    Someone shouted “Trespassers! Stop!” But before she could say or do anything, she was captured from behind and pushed to the ground. A person’s weight pressed down on her, sticking a lumpy portion of her backpack uncomfortably into her spine, the stray complaint crossing her mind before she realized it was the least of her worries. 
 
    She froze in place, unsure whether struggling would help. She couldn’t tell who had attacked her: the things chasing her or the person who had called for her to stop. Just in case, her hand slowly inched up to her neckline. She’d almost forgotten about the necklace, but after running for a mile with it bouncing against her collarbone, she was sure she’d have a bruise as a reminder. Her fingers just barely touched it when, to her surprise, Jaxith muttered in her ear, “Stay down.” Hearing his voice and knowing that she was safe—and not about to be eaten by some insane fae—made her relax under him and drop her hand from the necklace. It may not have been the smartest move, because they weren’t completely out of danger yet.  
 
    “Shifters,” someone noted with slight disgust. “What are you doing in our forest?” 
 
    “Well, excuse us, I didn’t know you owned the Woods,” Jynx replied tartly from somewhere above Alexis. 
 
    “We own this part, Shifter, and you’d do well to remember that.” 
 
    Alexis tried to look up, but because of her position, she couldn’t lift her head more than a few inches, so all she saw were three pairs of soft brown leather boots and Jynx’s bare, furry feet. Even Jynx’s toes had short, black claws.  
 
    “We had no intentions of trespass; we were simply evading some unfriendly pursuers,” Jaxith explained diplomatically. The men must have relaxed their stance, because Jaxith finally raised himself into a position where he could help Alexis to stand. He grasped her hand with one of his and placed the other one protectively on her shoulder as he pulled her up.  
 
    Alexis looked over at Jynx and noted that she didn’t look like she’d stumbled onto someone else’s territory accidentally. She didn’t even bother maintaining a look of false innocence—her eyes were twinkling and she was smirking. In fact, Jynx looked like she knew exactly what she was doing when she led Alexis here, though Alexis couldn’t even guess at her reasoning. Whatever it was, she was sure that it would somehow cause trouble for everyone involved.  
 
    Alexis turned away from Jynx and reached down to pat leaves off herself when she noticed that everything had become very quiet. She looked up in surprise and noticed that all three sentries were staring at her with interest. “Uhh, hey,” she said uncertainly, gripping one strap of her backpack with her left hand. She waited for one of them to search her belongings, but even as she unintentionally drew their eyes to her bag, none of them tried to take it from her. With her unoccupied hand, she gave them a little nervous wave, “I’m Alexis.” 
 
    None of them introduced themselves, though she was beginning to think that was normal. She decided that if they were going to examine her, she would take her time examining them. Each of them was tall—she might not even be able to touch the top of their heads with her fingertips without standing on tip-toe—and thin. However, on closer inspection, she decided the word narrow worked better—there was muscle definition under their green uniform-like tunics, but there was very little width. Their skin was washed out—not pale, because two of them had what might have passed as a tan, but the colors seemed weak and faded. Even their hair seemed to struggle to hold color, though it looked beautiful and soft, no frizz in sight. In fact, the only bit of any of them that had any color were their eyes—each of them had jewel bright eyes, two sets of emerald and one brilliant amber. The rest of their features were pretty—the lips perfectly shaped, the eyes slightly tilted, and the cheekbones and jawlines smooth and defined. 
 
     Everyone seemed to finish their perusals at the same time. Alexis decided that, while all of them might have made a killer living as models in her world, she’d never be able to tell them apart. Even with the difference in color of eyes and hair, there was a sameness about them that reminded her of the cookie cutter houses in suburbs.  
 
    One of them—either a leader or just the one who chose to speak first—surprised her by announcing, “Well, come with us then, Alexis.” 
 
    She glanced at each of them in turn, trying to find a clue to this new development or encourage someone to explain. None of them gave anything away. “Umm, why?” 
 
    Jaxith put his hand on the small of her back. “Don’t argue,” he murmured, quietly enough that only she should have heard him, but one of the men nodded in agreement. As he nodded, his hair shifted, and she saw that his ears were pointed. Would it be stereotypical to ask Jaxith if they were elves? He had pointed ears as well, but his seemed more mobile and useful—theirs seemed purely decorative.  
 
    Jaxith nudged her and she started walking. She kept her pace purposefully slow and watched the men’s backs, waiting until they were far enough away that they hopefully couldn’t hear her. Then she whispered, “Is this a good thing or a bad thing?” 
 
    “I would have liked to avoid a meeting with the elves,” he admitted, confirming her suspicion. “It will … complicate matters.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” He didn’t answer, so she repeated herself, louder than she had meant to in her attempt to mask her panic with anger. “Jaxith, what does that mean?” 
 
    “You’ll find out,” he replied warily. “I’d give you a better warning, but it would do us little good anyway.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three: Elvish Hospitality 
 
      
 
    They didn’t have far to go before they came to a campsite. Looking at it, Alexis decided that mortal ‘campsites’ were just pale imitations—this was real camping. The first signs of the camp were several tents placed in a circle, ranging in size to accommodate either individuals or families. They weren’t the small, sloped tents that Alexis was used to—nothing like the one she’d shared with Becky on the disastrous camping trip. These tents were bigger and square, like miniature houses made of dark green canvas.  
 
    The circle seemed to be about a quarter-mile in diameter. The tents were set closely enough together that the interior of the circle could only be glimpsed from a distance, but far enough apart so that people could move in and out of the circle without accidentally bumping into someone’s house. Still, Alexis instinctively clutched her backpack straps, afraid that if she wasn’t careful, she’d knock a tent over. She paused to examine one and realized that they were sturdier than they first appeared. She also marveled at how tall they were—she’d have to sit on one of the elves’ shoulders just to brush her fingers across the tent’s high ceiling. The canvas was dark enough that it provided privacy for the inhabitants, though that didn’t seem to be a concern, because each tent had flaps that pulled aside to form a doorway, and more than half of the tents had these flaps tied open. She couldn’t help her curiosity and paused to glance inside one, where she caught a glimpse of a young woman trying to put a toddler down for a nap.  
 
    Jaxith caught her staring and gently propelled her forward, drawing her attention to the center of the circle. Here there were four much larger tents, each about the size of a classroom. Three of the tents made a triangle and as she walked past, she tried to peek inside one, wondering if it was a classroom— did the fae have a school system?—but the flaps on these were all closed. Even if she was willing to be so bold, she was sure one of her elf escorts would prevent her from opening them. Disappointed and her curiosity simmering, she focused on the last tent, which stood in the center of the camp. Unlike the other tents, this one was round and by far the largest.  
 
    Alexis was curious, nervous, and brimming with questions as her party entered this tent. At first, the crowd didn’t notice the new arrivals over the general commotion. Walking into the tent felt like walking into a busy office. There were desks scattered here and there, some with elves quietly scribbling in large leather-bound books, others with multiple chairs occupied with several elves deep in discussion. People chatted, discussed, argued, worked, and in general the scene was so normal that Alexis just stared with her mouth slightly open, too flabbergasted to ask any questions.  
 
    She looked around, expecting to see something indicating their destination, but there was nothing—none of the desks looked any bigger or more extravagant than any of the others, they all seemed perfectly uniform. And then suddenly everyone in front of her stopped—she almost ran into Jynx, who snickered when Alexis stumbled to catch herself. She leaned to look around their escorts and saw a man with pure white hair leaning casually on a desk as he debated with a woman—his tone mellow while hers was agitated and irritated. She didn’t know what language they spoke, but she decided she liked it—the words ran together in a fast lilt that reminded her vaguely of French, though none of the words seemed familiar. They were so absorbed in their conversation that neither of them noticed the group that awaited their attention until one of their escorts cleared his throat. 
 
    “Trespassers,” he announced without any other introduction. 
 
    The other elf took his time looking them over. Jynx grinned at him, her attitude unaffected by their circumstances, and Jaxith held very still, his head bowed slightly in respect and his hands resting by his sides. Seeing this, Alexis realized she was once again gripping her backpacks straps. Self-conscious, she tried to mimic his posture, dropping her hands to her sides. 
 
    “Shifters,” the elf noted dismissively. And then Alexis had his full attention, which made her shoulders tense as she instinctively hunched to make herself a smaller target. “And a human.” He had the brightest blue eyes she’d ever seen—like the sky on a perfectly clear day—and filled with an intense regard that unnerved her. She was afraid he was categorizing every one of her flaws, comparing them to the smooth, perfect beauty of the elves around her, when he suddenly smiled. The smile transformed his face from pretty to breathtaking and she sighed happily, her shoulders relaxing and her lips parting as she smiled shyly back at him. There was no reason for her to be nervous, to feel ugly and lumpy in comparison to the pretty, porcelain elves—no one could feel anything but beautiful when being smiled at like that. “How surprising. And where did you find them?” 
 
    “Western border; ran right over it.” 
 
    He crossed his arms over his chest, his gaze never straying from Alexis. “Well then, this is an interesting addition to our morning.” He reached toward Alexis, the motion suggesting he meant to tuck a stray curl behind her ear, when he was interrupted by Jaxith clearing his throat. He glanced at the shapeshifter, his hand hovering for a moment before resettling at his side. A mewl of disappointment escaped Alexis and immediately her eyes widened in horror. She was just berating herself for looking like a complete idiot when his lips quirked and his gaze resettled on her. “To what do we owe the pleasure of this surprise?” 
 
    “We were being pursued,” Jaxith explained. 
 
    Once again, the elf’s gaze turned to Jaxith, but this time the shapeshifter seemed to hold his attention. “And the best way to escape them was to run straight toward us. You aren’t welcome here, Shifters,” he said, his tone less pleasant than it had been when he’d spoken to Alexis.  
 
    “It was not my intention,” Jaxith replied, never breaking eye contact. 
 
    Alexis thought again about Jynx who seemed to lead her straight to the border. Perhaps Jaxith just hadn’t seen Jynx’s purposeful movements, or maybe since he hadn’t intended to lead them to the border, he could say that it wasn’t intentional. Alexis frowned, thinking about how much Jaxith could say without lying or telling the truth. 
 
    Though she’d thought he hadn’t been paying attention to her, as soon as her lips quirked down, she had the elf’s attention again. “Is there something you’d like to add to his statement?” 
 
    “What? Me? Oh, no, just zoning out,” she replied. Though she could lie, she was afraid she was doing a bad job of it, so she quickly asked the first question that came to mind. “If you don’t want us here, why bring us into the camp?” There was silence, so she continued, “I mean, you could have just kicked us out. Seems like less trouble.” Though she pointed this out, she was glad they hadn’t; obviously, the magic at the border had kept out whatever nasty creatures were chasing them, and she wasn’t in a hurry to go back out there to face them—or run away from them—again. The elves didn’t seem intent on harming her, but there was Jaxith’s wariness to consider.  
 
    The elf pushed off his desk and replied, “I suspect it’s because you, Petal—”  
 
    “Petal?” she interrupted him. 
 
    “It suits you, I think,” he replied with another dazzling smile. “You are such a little bit of rose.” 
 
    She blushed and tried not to stammer as she said, “My name’s Alexis, actually.” 
 
    “Alexis.” He said her name as if tasting it. She blushed at her thoughts and told herself she meant to think testing—testing, not tasting. “As I was saying, you are such an oddity. Though we have our fair share of trespassers, they’re very rarely human.” 
 
    “Well,” that was as much as she could think to say. She tried smiling again. “I’m sorry?” 
 
    He smiled back at her as he leaned closer, lowering his voice slightly, resulting in an intimacy that was strange for their conversation topic, “Pursued, you said?” 
 
    “Yup.” She nodded and realized that he’d gotten very close to her, or perhaps she’d gotten very close to him; they were barely a foot apart and she’d been looking up into his face long enough that, now she was paying attention, she realized her neck ached from the strain. She blinked and consciously took a step back, though her smile never faltered. She glanced at Jaxith whose expression seemed pained. The elf had gone back to ignoring him and she found herself the spokesperson. Hoping she was saying the right thing, she added, “Some uh, Solitary fae were chasing us.” 
 
    “Nasty lot, they’ve been annoying the camp for months,” he murmured. He glanced at her companions, giving them one last brisk examination before leaning back against the desk again. “Well, that being the case, I suppose we can make an exception and forgive your uninvited status, just this once. The fact is, it’s getting quite late.” Alexis frowned. Had she slept that long or had there only been an hour of daylight? But she wouldn’t put it past these mysterious Woods to spend more time in darkness than in sunlight. She looked up, but the tent’s canvas was so thick and the interior was so well lit that she wouldn’t be able to tell whether it was full dark outside or high noon. “If we send you back out now, you’ll have a much harder time navigating the Woods and escaping the more unpleasant inhabitants. Stay, rest; we could even find you some accommodations for the night.” 
 
    Behind the elf, Jaxith was carefully shaking his head no; a slight enough movement that the other elves didn’t notice it, but pointed enough that Alexis did. “Oh, well, thank you but,” too late, she realized her mistake. She cringed as she caught sight of Jaxith closing his eyes, his face so clearly asking “why?” However, the only reaction the elf had to these tabooed words was to take them as acceptance.  
 
    “Excellent.” Before she could further protest, he placed his hand on her shoulder, his long fingers just barely brushing one of the straps of her backpack—she was still surprised that no one had demanded to take it from her and search it—and he gently nudged her to turn around. He guided her past the now curious onlookers and back outside. She hadn’t realized until then that most of the work in the tent had paused as all the elves watched with interest. Before they left, the elf turned to the three that had brought her in and murmured, “Go back to your posts.” 
 
    Since Alexis couldn’t think of a way to argue out of staying the night, and she didn’t know what else to say, she asked, “Umm, so what do I call you?” 
 
    He smiled down at her and she automatically smiled back. “My name is Sirius.” 
 
    She snorted, still grinning at him. “Seriously?” 
 
    He smiled at her pun, though he didn’t understand that her humor came from a book instead of the play on words. “Yes.” 
 
    He guided her to a fire pit surrounded by logs where a few women sat as they cooked or ate. They looked at Alexis with interest, but didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Rest here while I acquire some accommodations for you. I apologize if there’s a lack in conversation. Not everyone can speak English. Perhaps you know French or Spanish?” 
 
    “Sorry, but about all I know is el gato toca el queso,” she replied in her flat Midwestern accent with a big grin. 
 
    The elves around the fire stared in bewilderment and started rattling off Spanish at such rapid-fire rate she didn’t think she’d be able to understand even if she was fluent. When she caught some of the words repeated, she hurriedly explained, “Sorry, I mean, that was a joke. That’s really all I know, it’s just a … never mind, really, it’s stupid.”  
 
    Sirius chuckled and told them something, not in Spanish, but that same fast-paced language she’d heard before, then turned back to Alexis. “Yes, well, I think it might be best if you don’t attempt any conversation after all. The confusion that might cause would be astounding.” 
 
    With a half-hearted laugh, she agreed, “Probably.” 
 
    “Excuse me, I must attend to other matters, but I’ll return in a moment. Will you be all right if I leave you here?” 
 
    “Umm, yeah, I can manage,” she replied, dazed and a little disappointed that he was leaving so soon. He stayed until she settled on one of the logs, shrugging off her backpack to set it down at her feet. He watched her with a strange light of interest as she rubbed her shoulders, then finally turned and left. 
 
    She didn’t remain alone for long. Once he’d walked away, Jynx joined her, sitting cross legged on the log. “Where’s Jaxith?” Alexis asked, looking past Jynx but she didn’t see him. 
 
    “Detained temporarily,” she replied and giggled. “He always feels the need to over-explain.” 
 
    One of the elf women held out a plate of unidentifiable meat with a kind smile. Alexis shook her head. “No.” At least that sounded the same in most languages. She turned back to Jynx and asked. “So, what is Sirius? Is he like, a king?” 
 
    Jynx raised an eyebrow at her. “You’re getting aw-fully friendly with him already. Tut-tut.” She shook her head, though her eyes crinkled with amused approval. “Best be careful with that one.” 
 
    Alexis opened her mouth to ask another question, but closed it quickly. If she asked more questions now, she’d never get answers to all of them. Instead, she waited for Jynx to answer. 
 
    Jynx sighed and muttered something like: “You’re boring,” but decided to finally give an answer. “He’s definitely not a king. And don’t let the real monarchs hear you ask that.” Alexis noticed the elf woman didn’t offer Jynx anything. In fact, they seemed to pretend she wasn’t there—all of their curious attention was reserved for Alexis. “They get a bit touchy about those things. Especially the Summer Queen. The elves are supposed to be her domain; you get the random one here or there pledging to the Seelie, and a bad egg every now and again with us Dark fae, but most of them are part of her Court. Then, a few generations ago, there was this usurper, Nantei. He convinced most of the elves to renounce the Queen and take to the Woods. He was Sirius’ great-grandfather. So you see, Sirius is the leader by birth, but he’s not daoine sídhe—not really royal.” 
 
    “What? So you mean the daoine sídhe are literally the only ones that get to rule? That’s kind of prejudiced, don’t you think?” 
 
    Jynx shrugged. “That’s how it is. The Courts are all watching the elves with interest, waiting to see what will happen after they’ve spent so much time exposed to the wild magic. So far, nothing. Rumor has it that it’s because elves are one of the first races, like the daoine sídhe. But no one knows if that’s true, or if it’s just taking longer, or if it’s because they’re all here together.” 
 
    Alexis frowned as she tried to take in all this information. “So, he’s sort of like the fae that started the Winter Court, before it was officially the Winter Court, I mean.” 
 
    “Exactly, though the elves have lasted on their own longer than anyone thought possible. The Courts are quite aggravated by it.” 
 
    “Right, but you still haven’t told me what they call him. Lord? Captain? General?” 
 
    Jynx shook her head, looking thoughtful. “Lord is still too royal, as I said, it’d make the higher-ups pre-tty cranky. The elves aren’t really military based, so he doesn’t have any sort of rank title. If anything, I’d call him a conductor.” 
 
    Alexis stared at her blankly. 
 
    Jynx grinned widely—Alexis barely managed to resist flinching this time—and explained, “You know, because of his merry band of elves?” This cracked her up so much that the force of her laughter toppled her over and off the log, her legs still crossed even as they stayed in the air. “Get it?” she panted, pushing herself up on her elbows so she could see Alexis’ expression. 
 
    Alexis tried to keep a serious face to show Jynx that she didn’t think she was funny, but then she had an image of Sirius holding a baton using it to move the elves from tent to tent and she burst out laughing. She couldn’t wait to tell Molly about it. The thought sobered her and she frowned at the ground; before she could become too gloomy, she asked the other question that had been on her mind. “So, why did you lead us here?” 
 
    Jynx’s eyes sparkled with mischief even as she pushed herself back up on the log. “Noticed that, huh?” 
 
    “You aren’t as subtle as you might think.” 
 
    Jynx spent a moment offended by that statement before snickering and explaining, “Well, obviously, it’s the best way to escape the beasties. The elves can’t keep every visitor out, that’s just rude, but they can keep ill-intending ones out. All you have to do to is cross with empty heart and open mind.” Alexis raised an eyebrow at this phrasing but Jynx pressed on blithely. “Though they don’t like trespassers—and they’re sort of the shoot-first-ask-questions-later type—I knew we’d be all right.” 
 
    “Did you?” Alexis asked with unamused disbelief. 
 
    “Yessiree.” 
 
    “And why is that?” Alexis narrowed her eyes at Jynx, wondering if she’d actually speak her intentions. 
 
    “You’re gonna get sick of hearing it, kid.” Her smile was so wide, it split her face. She looked like a cat that just received a whole bowl of cream; or maybe a fox that got into the hen house. 
 
    “Try me.” 
 
    Jynx reached forward and tugged on a strand of Alexis’ hair. “You, Lexi-girl, have a very valuable commodity. Everyone wants it in their own way, for their own purposes. Jaxith wants it because, well, he’d feel terrible if he didn’t help you, but he can’t help you without making a deal. I want it because it is a complete and utter shame to be a fox without the beautiful red coat. I get the color, I get the coat, get it?” 
 
    “I guess.” She had thought it was a little weird that Jynx turned into a brown fox instead of the traditional red fox. 
 
    “And the elves, well, they’re all about beauty.” 
 
    Alexis rolled her eyes and pulled away from Jynx, looking down at the ground self-consciously. “Yeah, uh-huh, no danger there.” 
 
    “Tut, tut, none of that. Aren’t we talking about your hair? Look around.” Alexis looked up and Jynx motioned to the camp. “What do you see? Just the hair, of course.” 
 
    “A lot of blond and brown,” she replied after taking a moment to scan the different elves. It was difficult to pick out individuals to focus on because they all sort of blended together. She knew she wouldn’t be able to pick out their earlier escorts, and even Sirius might be difficult at a distance. White hair might be unusual in the human world on anyone under eighty, but here it just seemed to be the lightest shade of blond.  
 
    “Not quite. Keep looking.” 
 
    Alexis frowned as she continued searching the crowd. Finally, thinking Jynx meant Sirius, she added in a huff, “Well, I mean, there’s white too, but that kind of counts as blond, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Exactly!” she crowed. “That’s all you see. Not much variety, eh?” 
 
    Finally, as someone shifted, she caught a glimpse of something darker and pointed triumphantly at the black-haired woman, “What do you call that?”  
 
    Jynx looked and then turned a smug smile on her. “Well, some of us call that a human.” 
 
    Alexis stared at the woman and she realized Jynx was right—she wasn’t as tall and lean as an elf, and though Alexis couldn’t see her skin to see the difference there, she could tell from the way that the woman moved that she lacked the lithe grace of the elves. Even the elf women crouching by the fire seemed more graceful in their movements. Her brow furrowed, she muttered, “But he said ….” 
 
    “That they don’t get human trespassers. They have plenty of humans living and working here, though they’re mostly human women.” Alexis looked at each of them, her expression turning stony and angry as she thought of Molly taken from her home. 
 
    “Oh, don’t do that,” Jynx scolded. “Look, those women come willingly with their lovers.” She wiggled her eyebrows suggestively. “Sometimes their lover gets bored and the women get dumped, then they just stick around. You know, looking for someone more interested, or just because there’s nothing else they feel like doing, sometimes they go back home. They aren’t being held hostage, they can leave whenever they wish. They just don’t want to.” Then, with a sly smile, she added, “Your friend might even be among them.” 
 
    Alexis practically jumped up at the words. “I have to go.” 
 
    Jynx frowned up at her. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’m just … I’m gonna find out if Molly is here. It’s worth a shot.” 
 
    “I was kidding,” Jynx called, but Alexis ignored her. She found Sirius back at the tent sitting behind his desk, this time with a piece of yellowed paper in front of him. She cleared her throat politely and he looked at her with surprise and delight. She didn’t understand the delight, but she could understand the surprise—she was supposed to be obediently sitting and waiting for him back at the fire pit. 
 
    “Excellent timing, I was just finishing up,” he announced, signing the document as if to prove his point. He came out from behind the desk and took her hand. “Let me show you to the tent I’ve had prepared for you. And your companions,” he added as an afterthought as he placed her hand on his arm, covering her fingers with his own like some sort of gentleman in one of the Regency novels she’d read. 
 
    "I have something I want to talk to you about,” she blurted, determined not to be distracted by his proximity and warm smile.  
 
    He examined her for a moment, as if to judge how serious she was, then nodded briskly. “Yes, of course. But not yet.” 
 
    “But I—” 
 
    “Patience, Petal. There are some things that yet need to be done before I can settle into serious discussion,” he told her with a playful grin.  
 
    “That’s the thing. It is really serious. Like, it’s really, really important that I talk to you.” 
 
    “And I assume it’s important enough to need my full attention?” 
 
    “Yes,” she replied fervently, hoping that she’d finally impressed upon him her urgency. 
 
    But to her disappointment he replied, “Then now isn’t the time. I’m quite distracted by my determination to show you good elvish hospitality.” 
 
    Her shoulders slumped as her determination deflated.  
 
    “We will talk, Petal, just not now,” he murmured, patting her hand. “See? Here’s your tent.” He looked around and as if on cue an elf woman approached, holding Alexis’ bag out to her. 
 
    “Oh, I forgot that,” she muttered, taking it from the woman and clutching it to her chest. She was about to thank her but caught herself in time. 
 
    Sirius acknowledged the woman with a nod as he pulled open the right flap on the tent and ushered Alexis inside.  
 
    She blinked as she looked around, stunned. There were three plush sleeping pads on the ground, each accompanied by a fluffy pillow that looked like a sheep and a soft brown blanket. Along the back wall of the tent was a clothesline, and along each side were canvas pockets that looked like they were meant to be used as shelves. Alexis doubted they could hold books, but they looked sturdy enough for her bag and clothes. A lantern hung above each sleeping pad at different heights. Alexis could tell that they’d set up the pad closest to the right wall for Alexis because the lamp was hanging down low enough for her to reach it, but just the right height so that she wouldn’t bump into it. 
 
    “Your thoughts?” Sirius murmured, watching her face carefully. 
 
    “This is a hell of a lot better than the last time I went camping,” she said, letting her bag drop. 
 
    “Please make yourself comfortable. We can have that discussion later tonight.” 
 
    “What? Wait.” She turned to call out to him to prevent him from leaving, but all that was behind her was the tent flap settling back into place. She ducked her head out, surprised at how heavy the canvas was as it rested against her shoulders, and looked around the crowd for him. He was already heading back to the main tent. She could have raced after him, but his last words had sounded so final. The elves had been nice to her so far, and she hoped to keep their goodwill so that she could get her answers about Molly without any trouble. Sighing, she pulled back into the tent and sat down. The pad was soft and plush, so comfortable in comparison to her makeshift bed of leaves last night. She sighed as she stretched out, sinking into its softness. She’d just close her eyes while she thought about the best way to interrogate Sirius.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four: A Merry Band of Elves 
 
      
 
    “Well, aren’t you comfortable?” 
 
    Alexis sat up so quickly that Jynx was scrambling backward so that they didn’t knock heads. “What?” she asked, her sudden adrenaline lost as she looked at her surroundings with bleary, tired eyes. “Where am I?” 
 
    “We’re in the Elf Camps,” Jaxith said from his position on the left-most bed, his legs crossed and his hands resting on his knees. 
 
    She blinked at him, then nodded, muttering, “Right, Elf Camps, gotcha. How long was I asleep for?” 
 
    “It’s dark out now,” he explained. “And thus, a day is wasted.” 
 
    “Sorry,” she muttered. “I wasn’t thinking.” 
 
    “No, you weren’t,” he agreed. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him, only willing to be humble and apologetic for so long. When he didn’t say anything more, she relaxed. “Well, it’s better than being chased by the Solitary. Do you think they’ll still be hanging around in the morning?” 
 
    “No.” For a moment he left it at that, and then added, “The likelihood of encountering the same group again is slight, but there are other dangers in the Woods. I’ve told you it isn’t a safe trip.” 
 
    “You could just kick back and hang out with the elves,” Jynx said, lying back on her pad, eschewing the pillow to fold her arms under her head. She bent one knee and rested the other ankle on it, bobbing her foot up and down as she spoke. “Maybe if you stay, they’ll keep up the cushy accommodations.” She leaned up to look at Alexis, grinning. “And have you tried the food?” She smacked her lips while making “mm-mm” noises. 
 
    “No, I haven’t,” Alexis snapped. “And you know I don’t intend to.” 
 
    “Just keep it that way,” Jaxith said warningly. “And I want you to keep that in mind while we’re enjoying the—” his gaze cut to his sister, “—cushy accommodations.”  
 
    “Yeah, don’t worry, I’ll keep my head about me,” Alexis promised. “And relax, it’s just for one night.” 
 
    Jaxith raised an eyebrow at her but made no further comment. 
 
    With renewed energy, she pushed herself into a standing position. “I’m going to go find Sirius. I didn’t get to ask him about Molly before.” 
 
    “Oh, Lexi-girl,” Jynx called, stopping Alexis before she even reached the flaps. “You might want to change into something else.” Her nose scrunched, a clearer sign than words what she meant. 
 
    Alexis glanced down at herself. Her clothes were sleep rumpled, stained with dirt, and smelled of stale sweat. “Right, great idea.” She found her bag on the floor but stopped when she realized they were both watching. “Umm, can you … turn around or something?” 
 
    Jynx snickered and dramatically covered her eyes with her arm. Jaxith excused himself, giving Alexis one last warning before he left. “Keep your guard up.” 
 
    Alexis changed quickly into her spare clothes, ignoring Jynx who hummed to herself and occasionally called out suggestive comments about being in a state of undress. Jynx was still teasing Alexis when she quietly slipped out of the tent and almost ran into Sirius. 
 
    “Hey, I was just coming to find you,” she said. When he smiled at her and her heart thumped an extra beat she added, “To talk. You know, that serious talk.” 
 
    “Yes, of course, but first …” He grabbed her hand and pulled her toward the light of a fire in the distance. 
 
    She groaned. “No, come on, I really need to talk to you.” 
 
    He paused and looked back at her, his expression suddenly serious. He touched her face, just the lightest graze of his fingertips, and murmured, “Yes, I can see that it’s worrying you. And I will speak with you as long as you wish,” he squeezed the hand he was still holding, and then his face split into another dazzling smile. “But first, I have a favor to ask of you.” 
 
    Warily, she asked, “You’ll answer all my questions? No more distractions?” 
 
    “Whatever you wish, Petal.” 
 
    She pursed her lips as she considered, ignoring the nickname yet again. On the one hand, if Molly was here, she wanted to find her as soon as possible. On the other, if Molly wasn’t here, then she had some time to spare for whatever request he would make. “What’s the favor?” 
 
    “Dance with me.” 
 
    She was stunned into silence, unsure how to answer. He seemed to take her silence for assent, because he tugged her on again. Since she hadn’t broken the new silence, she heard the music they were headed toward. She could pick out a violin—or was it a called a fiddle when the tune was so light and energetic?—and drums beating a quick pace. Her heart was already pounding to the rhythm when they came upon the dancing elves. Without hesitating or listening to her pleas, Sirius immersed them both in the dance. Alexis stumbled at first, unsure what to do. But then Sirius held her left hand and another elf held her right as a large group formed the circle. At first, she was self-conscious, afraid that she’d step on someone’s feet, but as she moved, she realized that no one was dancing in coordination. It wasn’t like the country dances she’d seen in gym class or in a movie where everyone followed directions, either called out or leaned by heart. Instead, the elves simply moved to the beat of the music in a wild, twirling mass of energetic bodies, clasping hands and letting go at random.  
 
    Sirius dropped her hand at one point as an elf girl that looked around her age pulled Alexis away to join their group. She hopped, twirled, and swayed as they circled round and round until she was falling dizzily back into Sirius’ arms. 
 
    “You look like you’re enjoying yourself,” he noted happily before the music whirled them apart again. 
 
    She laughed, feeling light and springy. At home, she’d only ever danced with Molly. There were the few awkward slow dances in middle school, before she gave up attending the school-sponsored parties, but there she’d felt her shortness was a disadvantage and that all her movements were offbeat and clumsy. Here, even with her tallest partner—an elf man that whisked her away for a few short beats—her height was an advantage, because it was easier to twirl under his arm. 
 
    Breathless from laughter and exertion, she’d changed partners countlessly—men, women, big groups, little groups—until she was so exhausted that she almost sat down right in the middle of the other dancers. Her knees felt weak, and for a moment she was afraid of being trampled, when Sirius was behind her once again. He swept her out of the circle of dancing elves and they settled close by to watch. 
 
    “I see you enjoyed yourself,” Sirius said proudly. 
 
    She nodded because she still didn’t have enough air to speak. But he waited for her patiently until she could finally say, “That was amazing.” 
 
    “It’s something I always enjoy,” he admitted. “Every night the musicians change, and every night it’s a different dance.” 
 
    “That’s just,” still panting, it took her a moment to come up with an appropriate phrase, but all she could think to say was, “Wow. I don’t think I could do this every night.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” he said, smiling down at her. 
 
    She beamed up at him for a moment, caught up in his smile, until she realized the implications of his reply. “Oh, what? No, no, sorry, but, uh, we won’t. See, I mean,” she stuttered, blushing at her clumsy way of rebuking him. Before he could react, she rushed on to say, “But you said that we could talk about … about that serious subject.” 
 
    “Of course, if that’s what you wish.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, of course it’s what I want. I mean, it’s why I’m here.” 
 
    He raised both eyebrows in surprise at that. “I was under the impression you more … stumbled upon us.” 
 
    “Well, on you, yeah, but I meant, it’s why I’m here,” she pointed to the ground, then explained, “I mean, the Faery Realm.” 
 
    “Ah, then it is a most important subject. What would you ask me, Petal?” he took her left hand in his and turned it so that her palm faced up. She let him, thinking he might trace the lines there like a palm reader, but after a moment he dropped it without touching her further, a crease forming in his brow. 
 
    She licked her lips and thought of the best way to ask him if Molly was in the Elf Camps without any hint of accusation. “I’m looking for my best friend. Her name is Molly and she disappeared about a week ago.” 
 
    “Humans disappear in the Mortal Realm all the time,” he replied. “What brought you here?” 
 
    “Umm, there were some … signs, I guess? That it wasn’t umm, mortals who did it.” 
 
    “So, you believe she was taken against her will? Unusual in this day and age. With advances in Mortal Technology, it’s more difficult to take mortals from their world without drawing too much attention to the fae.” He smiled at her. “As evidenced, since your quest for her brought you here. And the shapeshifters with you?” 
 
    “I made a deal with Jaxith. He’s supposed to keep me safe and help me look for her.” 
 
    “Did he now?” he murmured, taking her hand again. “And he’s claimed you as a protective measure?” He glanced around, as if looking for Jaxith to get an answer directly from him. 
 
    “Claimed me?” she repeated, thinking of taxes and dependents, but that couldn’t be right. It was too mundane. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “The fae may claim a human for many reasons, protection among them. When a human is claimed, other fae must tread carefully if they don’t wish to anger the… protector.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him and jerked her hand out of his grasp. “You say protector, but I feel like you really mean owner.” 
 
    “Not so barbaric as that,” he replied. 
 
    “Right, uh-huh, forgive me if I don’t believe you. But no, he didn’t tell me about any claiming or whatever you call it.” Rubbing her wrist where he’d touched her absentmindedly, she asked, “Wait, does he need to tell me?” 
 
    He smiled softly, but it wasn’t reassuring. “He doesn’t, actually.” 
 
    “See! Barbaric! Jaxith!” she shouted, shifting to push herself into a sitting position. 
 
    “Petal. Alexis,” Sirius murmured, his voice low. “Please, sit down.” 
 
    “Just a minute.” 
 
    He grabbed her hand and held on, preventing her from standing all the way but not pulling her down to sit next to him. “I don’t think the wolf claimed you.” 
 
    She paused, debating between interrogating Jaxith and continuing her conversation with Sirius. Eventually, her concern for Molly had her sitting back down. She brought her knees up to her chest and rested her chin on them. 
 
    “Tell me about your friend,” he said softly, tucking a red curl behind her ear. 
 
    She smiled reminiscently. “Molly’s the best. We’ve been friends for years, and she just sort of … she gets me. She understands when I need space, but she also like, wants me to get out there too, you know?” She snorted. “She drags me to parties, she foists me on all of her other friends, and she just kind of wants everyone to be happy and harmonious I guess. She’s so optimistic and like, even when awful things happen, she really tries to make the best of it. Her dad left a while ago, and it’s been really hard on her, but she’s trying, and she doesn’t let it affect everything around her. And she’s just got the best smile—everything about her is kind of infectious. In a good way, I mean.” His fingers brushed across the back of her neck and she found herself leaning against his shoulder, taking comfort in his presence. As comforting as it was to talk about Molly, a tear still leaked out as she added, “And she just disappeared.” She shifted and looked up at him. “Jaxith is going to help me find her.” 
 
    “Do you think he can?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know if he can, but you can bet your ass that I will.” 
 
    He chuckled at her expression, his fingers still stroking her neck. “I believe you. You still haven’t told me what you’d ask of me.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and finally explained, “Jynx said there are a lot of humans here. I need to know: is Molly here?” 
 
    His hand finally paused as she looked into his eyes. His were so incredibly blue that for a moment her thoughts stalled and she simply gazed at him. “First, Alexis, I want you to understand that everyone in the camps is here voluntarily, human or elf.” 
 
    “Okay,” she replied, nodding, her heart pounding as she waited for what else he might say. 
 
    “And there is no one named Molly among them.” 
 
    She deflated, her shoulders slumping. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I am. Though if you would like to ask them yourself, you’re welcome to.” 
 
    She sighed in relief and pushed herself to her feet, his hand dropping away from her. “Awesome, I really need to—” 
 
    “Tomorrow.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You can talk with our human inhabitants tomorrow. It’s late, and most are sleeping now.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    He stood and took her hand once again. “I promise, you can ask any questions you’d like of them, just not tonight.” 
 
    “Right, fair enough,” she agreed half-heartedly. 
 
    “You should sleep now.” 
 
    “But I just,” she began, a yawn interrupting her. “Woke up,” she added, her lids closing sleepily. 
 
    “It’s late,” he murmured, putting his arm around her waist as if to prop her up. “And we spent a long time dancing. Let me take you back to your tent.” 
 
    She hadn’t realized how tired she was—she didn’t even have the energy to protest as he escorted her back to her tent. Jynx was snoring inside, but Jaxith had waited for her to return. Jaxith watched as Sirius closed the tent flaps, then turned, his mouth open as if to ask a question. Alexis yawned again, laid down on the pad, and was asleep before he had a chance to voice it.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five: Search Renewed 
 
      
 
    “Wakey, wakey, eggs and bakey!” Jynx chanted. 
 
    Alexis jerked awake and then released a strangled scream at the face staring down at her. It took her a moment to remember that the shapeshifter wasn’t planning on using those large teeth to eat her and when she did she snarled, “Jynx, don’t scare me like that!” She shoved Jynx away from her and sat up, looking around the dark tent in confusion. 
 
    Jaxith glanced at her and nodded approval. “You’ll need to repack your belongings before you leave.” 
 
    Alexis looked around and realized that he was right—the contents of her bag were strewn all over. She didn’t remember making such a mess of things, but she wasn’t surprised—she always had a bad habit of throwing hotel and guest rooms into chaos. Even though she wanted to change out of her sweat-stained clothes from yesterday—she couldn’t believe she’d fallen asleep in them after dancing that vigorously—her other outfit was worse off. There were grass stains, dirt smudges, and, yes, more sweat. They smelled sour from two days’ use, and in the end, she remained dressed in what she had on. She was just repacking her clothes when she remembered and abruptly stopped. “I have to do something before we leave.” 
 
    “We’ve already stalled long enough,” Jaxith told her, frowning. 
 
    “But I still haven’t really confirmed that Molly’s not here,” she argued, shoving her backpack aside. 
 
    “Alexis!” Jaxith called as she slipped out of the tent, but she ignored him. 
 
    She was glad for the camp setup because it was so easy to find the tent Sirius worked in. Elves watched her curiously as she slipped past. A few called after her, their voices cheery and filled with laughter, but they weren’t speaking English, so she ignored them. Offhand, she knew it was rude, but she was in a hurry. 
 
    She was breathing heavily from a mixture of exertion and excitement when she finally ducked into the tent, flitted through the crowd, and found Sirius, as she’d hoped, at his desk. “Hey,” she panted, grinning. 
 
    “Good morning,” he replied, smiling as he nodded in dismissal to an elf he’d been working with. “How did you sleep?” 
 
    Instead of answering the question and getting distracted, as she had yesterday, she rushed to say, “You said I could talk to the humans in the camp, to check for Molly.” 
 
    “I did,” he agreed, nodding and standing. 
 
    Seeing that he wasn’t going to try to distract her this time, she relaxed and grinned again. “Great. Th—that’s really great.” She caught herself before thanking him. 
 
    Sirius said something to the other elves assembled in the tent in the same, flowing language he’d used yesterday before coming out from behind the desk and setting his hand on Alexis’ lower back. “Come with me, then.” 
 
    “So, what language is that?” she asked, looking up at him. It was easier talking to him while they sat down—from this position he seemed so tall and intimidating. 
 
    “It’s a dialect of the original fae language.” 
 
    “Huh, I didn’t know the fae had their own language.” 
 
    “Doesn’t every people?” he asked. 
 
    “I, uh, guess I just hadn’t thought of it that way. I mean, Jaxith and Jynx never, you know, talk among themselves.” 
 
    “Most of the fae find it easier to adapt to their surroundings. Your shapeshifter friends probably spend most of their time in the Mortal Realm. Many of the Court Fae will do the same.” 
 
    “But not the elves?” 
 
    He considered this for a moment. “Yes and no. Every elf is taught our language, but many of them also learn the Mortal tongues.” Pausing in his explanation, he seemed to be searching for a way to describe something. Finally, he told her, “You have names for the languages. Not individually, but as a whole …” 
 
    At first, she couldn’t understand what he meant. Blinking, she asked, “Oh, you mean like how Spanish and French are similar? It’s called Romanic and Germanic.” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, that sounds right. The Romanic languages are much closer to our own, so those are the ones that most choose to learn.” 
 
    “Oh, I got it, so that’s why some of them don’t speak English.” Thinking about it, she added, “So how many languages do you speak?” 
 
    He considered her question as they walked and then announced, “Seven.” 
 
    Her mouth dropped open as she stopped to stare. “You’re kidding.” 
 
    His lips twitched, though this time he didn’t smile. “No, I can’t say that I am.” 
 
    “Whoa. That is like, seriously impressive. I can’t even manage two.” 
 
    “I’m sure you could if you had the time and inclination to learn,” he replied, waiting for her to catch up as they started walking again. In a nonchalant way, he commented, “I could even teach you our language, if you like.” 
 
    Again, he implied she’d be spending more time with them. “I’d, uh, rather just talk to the humans.” She caught sight of a dark-haired woman and said, “Yup, there they are, better go, uh, ask them questions.” She quickened her pace, not sure if Sirius was planning on joining her or if he was going to let her question the humans on her own. 
 
    She had her answer when he called out to the woman. It sounded like he was speaking Spanish, but she couldn’t be sure. The woman stopped, turned to them, and replied in the same language. She was beautiful, as Alexis expected, with long, dark hair tied back in a braid, dark tan skin, and large brown eyes. She greeted Alexis, but Alexis could only smile nervously and look at Sirius. 
 
    “This is Mirari,” Sirius introduced. “She’s been here the longest and usually keeps track of the other humans in camp.” 
 
    Alexis raised an eyebrow at the description. “Keeps track of them?” 
 
    “It’s useful to know when someone arrives or leaves.” 
 
    “So, it’s like her job?” 
 
    “Yes and no. No one asks her to, though by now we’ve all started expecting it of her. She speaks mostly Portuguese and Spanish, so I’ll translate for you.” 
 
    “Oh, umm, okay.” Alexis wet her lips as she tried to think of the easiest way to word her request. “I’m looking for a human girl whose name is Molly. She might have come here sometime in the past few weeks.” 
 
    She waited as Sirius translated for her, Mirari replied, and then Sirius translated again. “There hasn’t been anyone new in a long time,” he explained. 
 
    She pursed her lips, considering this. Maybe she had worded that wrong after all—Jaxith had said time worked differently here—and the days seemed so much shorter—maybe Molly had been here for longer than a week. “Okay, but are there any girls named Molly? Or have you seen any humans, I dunno, pass by?” 
 
    Sirius once again translated, but Alexis didn’t have to wait too long to know the answer—the woman was already shaking her head no. Still, she took the time to explain, and Sirius translated. “There are sixteen humans here right now, not including yourself. Thirteen women and three men, none of them named Molly.”  
 
    Seeing how disappointed she was, he dismissed Mirari and murmured to Alexis, “You can meet them if you’d like. She might be using another name.” 
 
    Alexis sighed yet again. “No, if she was here, I probably would have known by now.”  
 
    He didn’t argue. She turned to walk back to the camp, but he reached out and clasped her hand. He put it on his arm as he had yesterday and said, “Walk with me a moment more.” 
 
    She shrugged, not seeing the harm in accompanying him for a few more minutes. “Okay.” 
 
    He took her outside of the circle of tents, giving them a measure of privacy as they walked the outer perimeter. “I wanted to ask you a question.” 
 
    Feeling like she owed him for his help and hospitality, she immediately replied, “Sure, what is it?” 
 
    “What is this deal you have with the wolf?” 
 
    Both of her eyebrows raised in surprise. “With Jaxith?” He nodded. “Umm, well, as I said, he’s helping me find Molly.” 
 
    “And in exchange?” 
 
    She lowered her eyes from his, suddenly embarrassed to admit what she’d traded. “Does it matter?” 
 
    “It does,” he replied solemnly. 
 
    Clearing her throat, she glanced back up at him as she replied, “Okay, well, I uh, traded my hair color.” 
 
    A look of shock crossed his face as he reached out and touched her hair. “What a shame.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I don’t really like it, actually.” 
 
    “You don’t?” He seemed so incredibly surprised by her response that she burst out laughing. 
 
    “Jeez, it’s just hair, Sirius. Molly is so much more important to me than whether or not I’m gray or bald or whatever.” 
 
    He seemed to consider this for a moment and then murmured, “Yes, of course.” He patted her hand and gently rubbed his thumb on her wrist. “Is there anything else I can do to help you?” 
 
    She blinked at him. “You want to help me?” He smiled at her and she blurted, “But why?” 
 
    Instead of answering, he asked, “Is there a reason I shouldn’t?” 
 
    “No, but there’s no real reason you should, either. I mean, you already helped a lot, and it’s not exactly your fault that she’s missing.”  
 
    The last sentence seemed to catch him by surprise. “Is that why the wolf is helping you?” 
 
    “That’s what he says, at least.” 
 
    “I see. So that is why you’ll accept his help, but not mine.” 
 
    She frowned and stopped him, putting her other hand on his bicep. “Look, you seem like a nice guy, but … I mean, I just don’t know what you want.” 
 
    “Who says I want anything but the pleasure of your company?” 
 
    Narrowing her eyes in suspicion, she asked, “Uh-huh, in what context?” 
 
    He rubbed her hand, drawing little circles with his fingertips. “In any context.” 
 
    “Right, okay, but you mean you want my company here as in like, the Elf Camps?” 
 
    “Where else?” 
 
    “Right,” she repeated. “But you understand that that would defeat the purpose of finding her, right?” 
 
    He frowned. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    She took a deep breath before explaining, “I’m trying to find Molly and bring her home safe. What’s the point of you helping me find her if I then don’t go home with her? I mean, I’d know she was safe, sure, but I want to be with her. She’s my best friend and it’s driving me nuts to be so far apart.” 
 
    He nodded. “Very well, I understand now.” Then he reached up and cupped her face with one hand, his thumb stroking her cheek as he leaned down toward her. “Though I can’t say I don’t wish you would change your mind.” 
 
    She licked her lips nervously, wondering if he planned to kiss her. She thought maybe she should close her eyes if he was, but then she thought she shouldn’t let him kiss her anyway. She rocked on her feet, unsure whether to move closer or farther away, when a loud cough startled her. She jerked away from Sirius, surprised to find Jaxith standing between two tents, watching them. 
 
    He gave Alexis a strongly disapproving frown. “Forgive me,” he said dryly, “For interrupting.” 
 
    Alexis took several hurried steps away from Sirius until the three of them stood in a triangle. 
 
    “Did you have something you wanted to discuss, Shifter?” Sirius asked, his eyes never leaving Alexis.  
 
    “We appreciate your hospitality,” Jaxith began formally. 
 
    “And you’re leaving now,” Sirius guessed, without any apparent surprise. 
 
    “I’m afraid we must be on our way.” 
 
    “Of course.” He bowed at the waist in a quick movement that sent his long braid swinging in front of him. Reaching forward, he took Alexis’ hand and grasped it lightly enough that she could have pulled away if she wished, but she didn’t. He lifted it palm up and pressed a firm, dry kiss to her heart line. A pathetic consolation prize for the earlier kiss she’d denied him. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Alexis. I hope to enjoy the pleasure of your company sometime soon. And, perhaps, next time your visit will last longer.” 
 
    She licked her lips again, trying to think of something proper to say. “Uh … yeah, I will … see what I can do.” She wasn’t really sure she meant to visit him again, but she wasn’t really sure she didn’t either. She just needed to firmly remind herself that she was going to find Molly and then go home; there would be no coming back to the camps. 
 
    Jaxith’s hand on her shoulder pulled her out of her reverie and he nodded toward the border. “We should get moving.”  
 
    “Right. Yeah, uh, right. Where’s Jynx?” 
 
    “She’s waiting for us outside.” With that, he pressed something heavy into her hands. She looked down and saw that it was the strap of her backpack. She hadn’t even noticed him carrying it, she’d been too distracted by Sirius and her embarrassment of being caught in such a position by Jaxith.  
 
    Alexis looked at him confused as she pulled her backpack straps over her shoulders, then realized he’d meant outside the border. “Right,” she repeated, nodding. Jaxith led her away and she resisted the urge to turn around and get one last glimpse of Sirius. They reached the border and found Jynx standing with a sentry. 
 
    “This is the northern border,” the sentry explained, more for Alexis’ benefit than anyone else’s. “From here, you should be able to reach the Dark Court before nightfall.” 
 
    “Great,” Alexis replied unenthusiastically. She thought spending another night with the elves sounded a lot better than scrambling to reach the Dark Court, but she didn’t want any more delays in finding Molly. “Well, we better get started then.” She gestured for Jaxith to lead the way. He nodded goodbye to the sentry and they passed through the border. Alexis felt the tingling vibrations along her scalp again, then it subsided; she looked back, but couldn’t see the Elf Camps anymore. She wondered if part of the protective spell was to hide them from view. Sighing, she turned away, bracing herself; ahead of them, somewhere out there, was the Dark Court, and if she was lucky, Molly.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six: Very Educational 
 
      
 
    “So, what just happened?” Alexis called out as they walked on. 
 
    Jaxith glanced back at her. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, come on, I mean, he,” she suppressed a silly grin as she thought of Sirius leaning toward her, as if he might kiss her. After a moment, she realized she’d dropped her sentence and decided it was important to continue her train of thought. “I mean, he can’t actually be interested in me.” 
 
    Jaxith frowned, staring at her in confusion. 
 
    She stopped and raised an eyebrow, gesturing to herself with one hand. He still didn’t seem to understand what she was implying, so she sighed and spelled it out in words. “Like, I think I’m awesome, and it’s not like I’m hideous, but I’m not drop-dead gorgeous, and I’m not the type of girl that a guy falls in love with at first sight, or even overnight or whatever you want to call it. So, Mr. Why-Don’t-You-Stay-Here is pretty suspicious, get it? Jynx seemed to think it was the hair, like, I don’t know, he wanted a change of scenery or something. But unless he really has a thing for redheads, that doesn’t make much sense to me.” 
 
    Jaxith looked around and murmured something she couldn’t hear. She stepped up to him and he repeated himself, “We should be moving on. If we stay here much longer, we’ll have to spend another night in the Woods.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not like anything happened last time,” she protested, but started walking anyway. She wanted answers to her questions, but it was more important to find Molly than fulfill her whims. 
 
    “But we’ve caught the attention of the Solitary now, and there will be more as night falls.” 
 
    “Okay, so we left the nice hospitable elves because?” Alexis stopped and blinked, surprised at herself. “You know what, forget I asked that, I don’t even know why … anyway, onward.” She gestured for them to keep walking and shook her head, wondering why she thought, for even a moment, that staying with the elves longer was the best idea. She wanted to find Molly as soon as possible, if that meant hot-footing it through the woods, then that’s what she’d do. 
 
    Jynx skipped by her side. “I saw you getting all kissy-faced with the elf,” she said in a singsong voice. “Naughty, naughty, you were caughty.” 
 
    Alexis narrowed her eyes at her. “Really, that’s the best you could do?” 
 
    Jynx stopped and scowled in indignation, placing her hands on her hips.  
 
    “Jynx,” Jaxith scolded and the other girl started stomping forward. Alexis frowned as she noticed that Jynx still somehow managed to make less noise than her that way. 
 
     “You could go classic,” Alexis replied, wondering why she was encouraging the teasing. 
 
    “Classic?” 
 
    “You know. Alexis and Sirius, sittin’ in a tree, K-I-S-S—” she stopped, because Jynx was giving her a curious look. 
 
    “But you weren’t in a tree.” 
 
    “It’s just a rhyme school kids say.” 
 
    “Mine was better.” 
 
    “Yours was just—whatever, I don’t even know why I’m arguing.” 
 
    “I don’t either. You don’t even seem a bit guilty, and I doubt he’s going to like that.” 
 
    “What, Sirius? Why would he want me to be guilty? That’s not usually the result you want when ah …” She didn’t want to say the word ‘seducing’, but ‘wooing’ seemed too old-fashioned. In the end, she let her sentence drop, since Jynx didn’t seem to be paying attention anyway. 
 
    “Not him, dummy.”  
 
    Alexis frowned—the way she said it, she didn’t think that she was referring to Jaxith either. “Then who?” 
 
    “We aren’t walking fast enough,” Jaxith hissed, reaching back to grab Alexis and tug her forward. Once she picked up her pace, he dropped her hand quickly and faced forward again. The faster she walked, the more noise she made—snapping twigs, rustling leaves, breathing heavier—but now Jaxith seemed to care less about noise and more about speed. 
 
    When they’d been walking for twenty solid minutes or so, without further conversation, she picked the topic back up. “Come on, you still haven’t told me why Sirius was all,” she searched for a word and settled on, “Flirtatious. It just seemed weird.” 
 
    “Are you fishing for compliments?” Jynx asked, grinning and miming throwing a fishing line into the water. 
 
    “No, I’m fishing for answers.” 
 
    Jaxith sighed and turned back to scrutinize Alexis, his eyes narrowed as his ears twitched in apprehension. He searched her face for a moment, and whether he saw the stubborn line of her jaw or the hard determination in her eyes, he decided to finally answer her question. “He’s looking for a wife.” 
 
    And for once, Alexis was silent without anyone asking it of her. For a long time, they walked quickly through the woods without any other interruptions. Alexis stared at the ground in front of her as she walked, her arms swinging at her sides, frowning in confusion. They’d almost made it a full hour before she asked, “What the hell does that have to do with me?” She wanted to list all the reasons why she wasn’t wife material: she wasn’t even seventeen yet—she didn’t know about the elves, but she certainly thought she was too young; there were all those pretty elf women around him that she didn’t even compare to; and she wasn’t built for a life of living in tents, big as houses or not. Instead, she waited for an answer. 
 
    Jaxith sighed and picked up the pace and she followed him at a slight jog, breathing heavily. She thought he wasn’t going to answer, but eventually he slowed again and walked beside her so that he could speak as quietly as he could for her to still hear him. “The fae have a difficult time breeding. The more human blood they have, the more easily they can produce children, but even Halflings can have low fertility rates. The daoine sídhe have the most difficult time; it’s rare for them to ever be able to breed with other full blooded fae, they usually require mortal blood in the mix.”  
 
    She wanted to ask how that worked—he’d mentioned that the daoine sídhe were pure fae, even when they bred with mortals, but she hadn’t realized that it was the typical practice. But she also wanted him to answer her first question, and she felt that if she interrupted him he might never make his point, and instead they’d be chasing tangent after tangent. 
 
    “Though they were once part of the Summer Court, in recent history there was a usurper, Nantei.” Alexis had heard this part already, at least some of it, but she assumed he was leading up to an explanation, so she simply listened. She’d naturally slowed her pace while listening, but Jaxith put his hand on the small of her back, just the lightest encouraging touch, and she was walking briskly again. “When he took the elves away from the Summer Court, the rest of the fae held their breath, watching impatiently to see if they suffered the same consequences as the Solitary fae. It was a new experiment, a form of entertainment, as far as the other Court fae were concerned. But nothing seemed to happen—they carved out a section of the Woods to be their own and have lived there for a little over a century now without appearing to be influenced by Tír na nÓg’s wild magic. Perhaps it’s because the elves are one of the oldest races, along with the daoine sídhe. Like the daoine sídhe, they often breed true, but not always. Their inherent magic is strong enough to overcome the weaker blood, but unlike the daoine sídhe, it isn’t a guarantee.” 
 
    “I don’t get it, what do you mean?” 
 
    Jynx snickered and turned around to jog backwards so she could see Alexis’ reactions. “He means that when an elf gets busy with a shapeshifter,” she began, waggling her eyebrows suggestively, “That nine times out of ten, the result will still be an elf.” 
 
    “So, that’s not what usually happens?” 
 
    She shrugged. “It’s fifty-fifty in typical cases. Let’s say a shapeshifter gets with a fairy, the babe could be either-or.” 
 
    “What about if they get together with a human?” she asked. 
 
    Jynx smirked at her. “Why, are you thinking about—” she began, but Jaxith glared at her and she snapped her muzzle shut, though she was still smirking.  
 
    “Humans are different, because they don’t have any of their own inherent magic.” 
 
    She thought about all of those television shows about witches and snorted—they’d always seemed silly to her anyway. “So?” 
 
    “So, when the fae breed with a human, the result is usually a Halfling—they aren’t really human or fae, but a mix of the two. Some Halflings are more powerful than others, especially if they grew up in the Faery Realm. The ones that grow up in the Mortal Realm tend to be more human, learning from birth to hide their fae roots instinctively.” 
 
    She listened to him, frowning but nodding. “Okay, so wouldn’t it be a bad thing for Sirius to marry a human? To me, it sounds sort of like they still go with the whole inherited by blood thing, which should mean that he needs an elf kid to take over after him, right?” 
 
    Jynx rolled her eyes. “Haven’t you been listening?” 
 
    “Yes,” Alexis snapped. 
 
    “Then you already know your answer.” 
 
    Alexis frowned, going over Jaxith’s explanation as she walked. In the end, she shook her head. “No, I still don’t get it. Why would he want a human wife if his kid will just be a Halfling?” 
 
    “Because it won’t,” Jynx replied, rolling her eyes and snickering. 
 
    “Because,” Alexis started, trying to sound out the reasoning. “Oh, because the elves’ magic is so powerful?” 
 
    “Bingo!” Jynx cried, grinning. 
 
    Jaxith glared at her and Alexis wondered for a moment if Jynx was trying to attract the Solitary faes’ attention again. She certainly wouldn’t put it past her. 
 
    “So, an elf and a human could still have an elf kid. But wouldn’t that be taking a big chance? I mean, you said nine out of ten times it’s an elf, but what if that one time the kid was a Halfling, or whatever?” 
 
    “Elves and humans have never produced a Halfling child in known history,” Jaxith informed her. 
 
    “Oh. Okay then. So they only get one or the other, huh? But wait, that still doesn’t explain why he’d want me. I mean, okay, so I guess I could see why he’d want to marry a human girl, since we uh, breed so well. But there were other humans in the camp.” 
 
    “I told you already!” Jynx exclaimed, stopping so abruptly that Alexis crashed into her. She stumbled back, rubbing her arms where they’d brushed against Jynx’s fur. Jynx smirked at her discomfort but didn’t mention it as she reached out and tugged on one of Alexis’ curls. “You have a very hot commodity.” 
 
    Alexis batted away her hand. “So it’s like I said earlier, basically he just likes redheads.” 
 
    “Ba-si-ca-lly!” 
 
    “Right, well, he sure gave up quickly. Which, by the way, he asked if you’d claimed me,” she said, turning away from Jynx to look at Jaxith. “Do you know what he means by that?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And did you?” 
 
    He didn’t reply. 
 
    “You better not have,” she grumbled mutinously. 
 
    “Or what?” Jynx chirped, looking from Alexis to her brother with gleeful anticipation. 
 
    Alexis sighed. “Or nothing, but you could at least answer me, I hate other people knowing stuff that I don’t, at least when it seems so important.” 
 
    “It’s for your protection,” he explained. She took that to mean that yes, he had claimed her in some way. She wrinkled her nose in distaste. 
 
    “Well, whatever, I guess it’s not that big a deal. Now that I think about it, that’s what Sirius said anyway, so I guess it’s just, what, a formality?” Neither of her guides answered her. “Anyway, how long until we get to,” she began, but as she took the next step forward her question was answered. She felt a sharp zing, as if she had bumped into an electric fence, and as she jerked away she looked around her and realized that a door had appeared in front of them.  
 
    Surrounding the door were rosebushes twice as tall as Alexis, reminding her of the topiary walls of a maze. She squinted into the distance, but there seemed to be a perfect split in both directions—in front of her was an endless wall of roses, behind her was the Woods, seeming equally endless. She was positive that she hadn’t seen any sign of this before she’d felt the touch of magic, so that must mean that they’d passed another border like the one around the Elf Camps. Unsettled, she turned her focus to the door, which was made of such dark ebony wood; something caught her eye and she leaned forward to examine it. She was less than a foot away when she realized that there were carvings etched into the door, covering it from top to bottom with roses, vines, and strange words that she couldn’t even begin to understand, no matter how she stared at them.  
 
    “Welcome to the Dark Court,” Jaxith announced before reaching past her to knock. She jumped back at the sound—it had been much louder than she expected, reverberating through the air and echoing for a long moment after it ceased. 
 
    “Last chance to back out,” Jynx hissed. 
 
    Alexis glared over her shoulder, then faced forward, straightening her spine and strengthening her resolve. She was going to find Molly—if not here, then somewhere else—all she had to do was follow the rules and keep her eyes open. “Let’s do this,” she said firmly. As soon as she spoke, the door opened, as if it had been waiting on her answer. Jaxith and Jynx didn’t move—instead they deliberately held still, waiting for her to make the first move. She nodded firmly, then without looking back, she walked with quick, forceful steps into the Dark Court.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven: Welcome to the Dark Court 
 
      
 
    Alexis turned in a slow circle, trying to take in the Court. Every wall she could see appeared to be made of the same rosebush topiary as the outer wall; the wall behind them had black roses, the wall in front of them had deep red. They seemed unnatural—too perfect, too symmetrical, and she thought a few of them almost glittered— and she wondered if it was safe to touch them. Crossing her arms over her chest, holding herself tightly as if she was cold, she decided it was better to be safe than sorry and kept as much distance between her and the walls as possible. She wouldn’t put it past the Dark Court’s perfect, pretty flowers to also be poisonous. 
 
    The path they stood on was smooth and glossy black—if she had to guess, she would say it was some mix of asphalt and glass, but she felt that still wasn’t accurate. It was reflective, but as she took a step she felt no danger of slipping, sliding, or falling. She looked at her feet as she took a few more steps forward and jumped back when the ground suddenly rippled underneath her, suddenly afraid that the path would either turn into water or that she was stepping on something living and she’d be swallowed alive, one way or another. When it settled, she relaxed and looked up to see that the movement on the path had been it adjusting itself into a new configuration. The path now led directly into one of the hedge walls, but even as she watched, the rosebushes in front of her shifted smoothly into a high archway that opened to the interior Court. 
 
    Alexis looked over her shoulder nervously at Jaxith, but before she could say anything—she wasn’t sure whether it was: “Well, let’s go,” or: “I need to get out of here,”—Jynx grabbed her arm and pulled her through the archway, giggling manically at Alexis’ startled expression. 
 
    Alexis opened her mouth to scold her, but nothing came out as she stared in shock at the fae milling around the next room. There were so many of them—at least twenty just in this one room, and she suddenly had the terrifying realization that she didn’t know how many fae there were. She didn’t know how many elves there had been, but she’d somehow imagined the Dark Court being roughly the same size. But if this was just one room … she jumped, startled out of her thoughts when a small cat covered in scales instead of fur scurried over one of her shoes. It paused and looked up at her and said, in a clear, high voice, “What are you gaping at?” before continuing. She looked around and realized that the fae were staring at her just as openly as she’d been staring at them.  
 
    One group of fae—not even as tall as her knee, with moss like skin and small brown tusks—whispered and pointed at her, and even with the alien features she could recognize the signs of gossip. While unusual, those fae seemed almost charming, especially next to the man with the long white beard and the red hat that sneered at her with sharp, uneven teeth. He licked his lips in anticipation and all she could think was that he looked like a cross between a gnome and a serial killer, with strong emphasis on the serial killer. She had a sudden thought of a Goosebumps book she’d read as a kid that featured killer garden gnomes and jerked her gaze away from the fae. She looked around for Jynx and Jaxith, only then realizing that she had somehow lost both shapeshifters in the crowd. Her chest tightened and she was carefully inching away from the killer gnome when, to her relief, Jaxith pushed through the crowd, past a tall woman whose torso smoothly transitioned from olive skin to a green snake tail. Alexis’ relief was so strong that for a moment she didn’t notice the change in his appearance—his ears were larger and covered in brown fur, and she caught the movement of a brown tail twitching agitatedly behind him. 
 
    He grabbed her arm and whispered, “Come on, we should move,” before pushing her forward. When she heard a low growl, she glanced over her shoulder to see Jaxith bearing his teeth—sharper now—at the same fae that had disturbed her. When the fae caught her eyes again, Alexis quickly turned away and walked through the crowd in the direction Jaxith guided her. They stopped when they found Jynx rocking back and forth on her heels next to the far wall. 
 
    “What were they?” Alexis asked, trying to keep her voice as low as possible. 
 
    “Let’s just call them the Dark fae,” Jaxith replied, his eyes searching the wall in front of them. She wondered if he was looking for another opening or for other fae watching them. 
 
    His tone made her decide she’d stop with that line of questioning—for now. “Well, where are we going?” 
 
    “We have to petition the Queen for your admittance.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked, frowning. 
 
    “All visitors to the Court must be presented to the Queen’s envoy if they wish to remain inside the protected walls. It doesn’t mean you will be safe—humans are never safe in any of the Courts—but it means you will be allowed to stay.” 
 
    “And look for Molly. Do you think the Queen will know anything about it?” 
 
    He glanced at her. “Whether she does or not, you can’t ask her.” 
 
    She frowned. “Why not? Will she like, charge me for the information?” 
 
    “If you’re lucky.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. “And what happens if I’m unlucky?” 
 
    He sighed and finally looked her in the eye. “If you’re unlucky, she will take your questions as accusations. First of all, if she did have something to do with Molly’s disappearance, and if she stakes a claim to Molly, there’s nothing we can do anyway.” 
 
    “Well, why didn’t you mention that,” she began, but he held up his hand and she closed her mouth. 
 
    “Second, you’re human. You rank lower in importance than any of the fae. If you were her subject, it would be one thing, but you have no claims on her generosity. Basically, you have no right to ask questions of a Queen.” 
 
    She crossed her arms over her chest and glared at him. “So how am I supposed to find out if Molly’s here? Hand out flyers?” 
 
    “Jynx and I will do some investigating. All you can do is keep your eyes and ears open, and be careful who you talk with and what you say to them.” 
 
    “Why did you bring me here if I can’t do anything?” she demanded. 
 
    He touched her arm and whispered pointedly, “You asked me to.” 
 
    She pursed her lips in displeasure, but gave him one short nod to acknowledge that she conceded the point. But she still had to ask, “Won’t the Queen ask what I’m doing here?” 
 
    “I can’t lie to her, but you can,” he whispered, so quietly she almost didn’t hear him. 
 
    “And what exactly am I supposed to say? Sorry, Your Majesty, I’m just here for some sightseeing?” 
 
    Jynx snickered and put her arm over Alexis’ shoulders. “No one would believe that!” 
 
    “So you come up with something,” Alexis replied, pulling away from Jynx. “I’m not sure what kind of answers would be acceptable.” 
 
    Jaxith squeezed his eyes shut and rubbed his temple, his ears rotating every now and then, listening for sounds of approaching fae. “If you can’t think of a convincing lie, then don’t tell her anything. When she asks why you’re here, give her a knowing look and hold your hands out in front of you, palms up.” 
 
    Alexis frowned at him and mimicked the motion he described. 
 
    “Oh yes, you look all-knowing,” Jynx snickered. 
 
    Alexis took a deep breath and tried to relax her face—but how could she look ‘knowing’? She tried raising an eyebrow, and Jaxith shook his head in disapproval. She smiled, but he winced, and she sighed in defeat. She relaxed her face again, trying to feel like she knew what this motion meant, when Jaxith finally nodded in approval. “But I didn’t do anything,” she complained. 
 
    “Well, whatever you were not doing, that’s what you need to keep not doing,” Jynx chirped. 
 
    “Fantastic,” Alexis mumbled. She sighed and practiced the gesture again, wondering what it really represented to the fae, but for once she didn’t ask Jaxith, too afraid that she wouldn’t like the answer. “Well, whatever, are we waiting for someone to come to us or something?” 
 
    Jaxith turned back to the wall, explaining in a soft mumble, “No, I’m looking for … ah, here it is.” There was a single white rosebud, hidden among the other flowers. He touched it and as if it was a doorbell, the wall in front of them separated into another archway.  
 
    Jaxith seemed satisfied, but he didn’t take the next step forward. He looked back at Alexis one last time and whispered, “It’s probably best if you say as little as possible.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I get it; let the expert do the talking. Whatever.” Alexis craned her head to look past Jaxith, wondering what the Queen looked like, but she couldn’t see around him. He took a step forward and she took a calming breath before following, with Jynx so closely behind her that she thought the other girl might accidentally trip her. As soon as they were all through the archway, the bushes behind them rustled, and when she glanced back, she saw that the passage had closed again. When Jaxith moved out of her way, she wasn’t sure if she was disappointed or relieved to find that the Queen didn’t appear to be anywhere in the room. Instead, a tall man with bark-like skin and gnarled hands sat behind a desk. Jaxith had mentioned something about an envoy and Alexis realized that there must be a process to petitioning the Queen, something more than: “Hi, can I stay here?” 
 
    The fae barely glanced at the three of them before asking lazily, “Purpose?” He sounded like any other bored or under-appreciated secretary, though his voice was low and rough, as if he was getting over a cold. 
 
    Jaxith replied in a much more formal tone, “Human visitor petitioning for permission to stay in the Court.” 
 
    The fae bent over and opened a drawer, creaking as he moved, like a tree protesting the force of the wind. He pulled out a large, red leather-bound ledger, opened to a page halfway through, and grabbed an ink bottle from the corner of the desk. He licked one of his sharp, twig-like fingers and stuck the tip in the ink, then held it over the paper, poised to write. “Who brings her?” he asked, glancing between Jaxith and Jynx. 
 
    “I do,” Jaxith replied. 
 
    He used his finger like a pen, scribbling looping words that Alexis couldn’t understand—the writing reminded her of the way the elves talked, as if everything was connected without pause. “Name?” 
 
    “Alexis.” 
 
    “How long will she be staying?” 
 
    Jaxith glanced back at her and she shrugged. He turned back to the man and said, “No more than a few weeks.” 
 
    “You bring her into the Court. Do you stake an official claim on her?” 
 
    Jaxith hesitated, then turned back to Alexis, circling his hand in a gesture for her to repeat the practiced motion. She stepped forward and held her hands out, palms up, for the man’s inspection. He glanced up from the register and examined her hands and arms. He raised a mossy eyebrow at her, murmured, “Very interesting,” and scribbled another note in his book. He picked up a loose sheet of parchment on his desk, carefully copied everything onto it, and handed it to Jaxith in the same way someone might hand over a receipt. “Present the human at the next Court Session and bring this with you. She has temporary permission to remain in the Court, in the guest quarters, until the Queen has time to appraise her and make a decision. Proper attire is expected.” 
 
    Jaxith nodded in acknowledgment and grabbed Alexis’ hand and pulling her away from the desk. On the other side of the room, the hedge opened to form another archway as they approached. Once they had passed under it, she glanced behind her to watch in fascination as the plants closed again, forbidding her from turning back. 
 
    Well, since she couldn’t go backwards, she might as well look ahead. “So, I don’t have to meet the Queen today? But it sounded like—”  
 
    “This is a good thing,” he whispered to her. “Take it as a blessing.” 
 
    “Well, okay, if you insist. So, am I going to be bunking with Jynx?” she asked, turning around. But Jynx had disappeared. “Where did she go?” 
 
    “She’s gone off to look for something. And no, you’ll have to stay in a room on your own. Jynx and I have dens in the Shifter’s quarters.” 
 
    “Oh.” She glanced around apprehensively—she didn’t want to stay alone, in a strange place with strange creatures constantly looking at her like she was a new toy or something tasty. “So, I can’t go there because I’m not a shapeshifter?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So, like, am I going to be in a part that’s specifically for humans?” She still hated the idea of being surrounded by strangers, but was hoping that they’d at least be recognizable. 
 
    “No, it’s for temporary visitors, which could include fae from other Courts, Halflings that are new to Our Realm and, well…” he trailed off. 
 
    “People like me?” she asked, forcing a smile. 
 
    He paused and glanced back at her. He realized he still held her hand and dropped it quickly. “I don’t think there’s anyone else like you here, Alexis.” 
 
    “Oh? Well, I guess that’s good?” 
 
    He shook his head in a way that said he wasn’t sure what to do with her. “Come,” he turned and started briskly walking again, taking a left turn before she even realized there was a left to turn into. She hurried to catch up, worried that the rosebushes might close her out if she fell too far behind. At first, she looked around with curiosity, but that was soon replaced with discomfort when she realized that the corridors were becoming wider and they were encountering more and more fae. One boy with slanted eyes scented the air with a long, forked tongue before smacking his lips in a hungry gesture. She shivered and quickened her step so that she was side-by-side with Jaxith.  
 
    “Can you or Jynx at least stay in the room with me?” she asked, hoping she didn’t sound too much like she was whining. 
 
    “No, it would be improper.” 
 
    “Really? Because you’re a guy?” 
 
    He didn’t reply. She snorted—she’d never thought the fae would care about that sort of impropriety. It didn’t seem to fit the stories she remembered, and didn’t they take human lovers? She was pretty sure they didn’t marry all of them first. 
 
    “We’re here,” he announced, startling her out of her grumblings as he paused in front of a copper gate, placing his hand on the smooth plate in the center that held the two doors together. “This is the entrance to the guest quarters.” He examined the receipt the tree-like man had handed him. “It looks like you’re in one of the human suites.” 
 
    “Ooh, a suite?” she asked as she stepped up to touch the gate, glad that her accommodations at least sounded nice. She was afraid she’d be sleeping on dry leaves and twigs again. “Wow, are the Dark fae always so nice to their visitors?” Maybe they weren’t so bad after all—sure, a few of them looked as if they wanted to eat her whole, but at least the Queen seemed to have good taste. When he didn’t answer, she frowned and turned around, wondering if he’d left without her. But he was still standing behind her. 
 
    “It’s,” he began and looked around. The fae had thinned out and there were very few mingling nearby, but he still lowered his voice as he finished, “It’s because of your position.” 
 
    “My position? Weird.” He’d said that she was ranked lower than the lowest fae, but was that only when it came to asking questions? She turned around and looked through the gate again. “So how do I find this suite?” She’d guessed, since he hadn’t continued, that he wasn’t going into the visitor’s wing with her, or that he wasn’t allowed to. 
 
    “Ask the roses. They’ll guide you and open the door for you, but you’ll have to give them something in return.” 
 
    “Seriously? Man, nobody does anything for free around here, not even the plants.” 
 
    “Nothing is ever free, I expected a human to know that well enough.” 
 
    She snorted. “Yeah, yeah. Okay.” She adjusted her backpack on her shoulders. “Well, when is this next Court Session?” 
 
    “Jynx or I will get you when the time comes. For now, stay in your room.” 
 
    “So, you can enter the guest quarters,” she determined. 
 
    He smiled slightly. “Yes, once you’ve settled in.” 
 
    She shrugged. “That’s a weird rule, but whatever. I’ll take a nap, and you’ll take me searching for Molly later, right?” she demanded, staying focused. 
 
    “When we have time,” he said quietly, then turned and left. 
 
    She took a deep breath and turned back to the gate. She pushed on it and was almost surprised that it moved, proving that it wasn’t locked, so what was keeping Jaxith out? She pushed harder, opening it and stepping through, then closed it carefully behind her. She walked until she was out of sight of the gates and any curious fae, then leaned toward the left hedge, feeling slightly stupid as she whispered to it, “My name is Alexis. I’m looking for my room; can you help me find it?” The rosebush rustled and shivered until one long vine came to the surface. It danced along the bush for a moment, swaying back and forth as if to make sure it had her full attention, then surged forward, creating a trail among the leaves for Alexis to follow.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight: An Unexpected Invitation 
 
      
 
    Alexis followed the vine as it guided her through turns in the maze. She wanted to reach out and grab onto it to feel more secure, but was afraid of grabbing thorns by accident. The path was vast and winding and she didn’t know how she would ever find her way out of the maze again without help. Would she have to pay the hedge every time she wanted to leave or come back? What did one pay a plant anyway? Water? Soil? She took a few too many steps before she realized she’d gone beyond the vine. She stopped, turned around and found a door. She had expected an archway, or something elaborate and carved, but as far as she could tell, it was just a normal wooden door, like any in her own house. 
 
    “Oh, is this it then?” she asked, looking at the vine. 
 
    In response, a flower bud formed right next to the door and slowly bloomed, revealing a white rose. Once again, it was the only one among the red and black roses that periodically dotted the hedge. 
 
    “Well, umm,” she paused, not sure if it was safe to thank the plant. “Well, how do I pay you? What do you want?” 
 
    The flower bobbed in response. 
 
    “So you, what, want me to touch you?” 
 
    It bobbed again. 
 
    “Okay then,” she said as she slowly reached out her hand. She brushed her finger tips over the flower’s petals and gasped in shock as the edges sliced her fingers. She jerked her hand back and examined it, but even though blood dotted the petals, the cuts seemed only as deep as a papercut. She glanced back at the flower just in time to watch the flower absorb the blood, the color of the whole flower changing from white to red. Was that how all the flowers received their color? She shivered, wondering how the roses turned black. 
 
    She watched the flower warily, wondering if it was going to do anything else, but it just rested there, like a perfectly normal rose. Deciding that it wasn’t going to turn Little Shop of Horrors on her, she turned the doorknob. 
 
    She had an image in mind as she opened the door—an old-fashioned canopy bed, a prettily decorated ewer and basin like the one her grandmother had on display, a large copper bath like the ones described in Regency stories—and thus was disappointed with what she saw. Never, in her wildest imaginings, could she have predicted walking into a replica of a typical hotel room. She investigated the room in a state of wonder, if not admiration: there was a writing desk with a telephone on it, a wardrobe with a safe inside, a dresser with a television on top of it, and a full-sized bed with an ugly, scratchy red and brown comforter and four overstuffed pillows. She let her bag drop to the floor as she sat on the bed, still staring around with curiosity. It may not have been the type of room she’d been imagining, but it was somehow stranger yet to be sitting somewhere so normal in the middle of a Court in the Faery Realm. She leaned over and opened one of the drawers in the night stand and laughed aloud when she found a bible sitting right next to a phone book. 
 
    “Well, okay then,” she mumbled as she lay back on the bed. Looking forward to a nap, she was halfway through a yawn when she glanced up at the light on the ceiling and caught sight of an eight-legged creature the size of a large cat staring at her from a perch on top of the maze walls. She screamed and sat up, but as she moved, she lost sight of the creature and when she looked back at the ceiling all she saw were the slightly age-worn cream walls and the harsh yellow light hanging in the center. She hugged her knees to her chest and looked around the room warily, suddenly not trusting what she saw. Spotting the television remote, she snatched it up and pointed it at the TV, pressing the power button. Nothing happened, the screen stayed blank. She tossed it away from her and it smashed against the wall, but instead of the back popping off and batteries spilling onto the floor, bits and pieces of a smashed stick lay at the base of the wall. 
 
    “Okay, this isn’t funny anymore,” she snarled. “I’d rather just see the room as it is, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    At first there was no reply, then she heard a light scratching and tapping, as if something was scurrying down the far wall, and then the creature she’d seen earlier presented itself, hanging on the wall upside down, with its head almost completely turned around to look at her in imitation of an owl. 
 
    “The human doesn’t like it?” the creature asked. “The human doesn’t appreciate Its hard work?” 
 
    She stared at It, trying to hide her revulsion. It wore glasses that were made specifically to cover Its two sets of eyes, and looked like a naked spider with eight, flesh colored limbs and pincers that clicked agitatedly as It waited for her answer. “I,” she began. She didn’t want to insult It further. “I just didn’t realize you’d put so much work into it. But I still think I’d rather see the place as is, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Humans!” It hissed, throwing up one set of hands in exasperation. “This room is a perfect replica of the average hotel in the Mortal Realm! It spent hours perfecting it! How is it not satisfying? It is perfect! Perfect!” 
 
    Alexis was determined to be polite, but she had to grit her teeth as she explained, “Because I can see through the illusion. I’d just rather know where I really am, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Fine, fine, fine!” It shrieked and began scurrying around the room, snatching at different parts and literally tearing the illusion away. “It’ll take it down! Why does the human think it’s so important? Its work was perfect, perfect! Someone’s lover no doubt, with a trumped-up image of itself!” It turned around and glared at her, holding what looked like a cobweb in Its hand as It stood in front of where the television had been, revealing the mirror it really was. At least, Alexis thought it was really a mirror. She narrowed her eyes and scrutinized her reflection, but if it was another illusion she at least couldn’t see past this one. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    Alexis looked back at the fae with surprise. “Well, what?” 
 
    “It asked it a question!” It shrieked as It continued tearing away different parts of the room, revealing the hedge walls and the other plants that had been disguised as mortal furniture. She hadn’t explored the bathroom yet, but when It tore down that illusion, there were no walls, instead there was only a pool of water where she assumed a bathtub had been. 
 
    “What question?” 
 
    “Whose is it, then? To get such a room, the human must be special. It’s been directed to give it proper service, so here It is, and It’ll have no more complaints from the human!” 
 
    “No, you’re doing fine,” she replied weakly. It continued to glare so she added, “Umm, I like the new look?” 
 
    “Good, because It’s not redoing it again.” 
 
    She assumed that meant that at least part of what she was now seeing wasn’t the real room either, but just another illusion. “Right.” It was still waiting, glaring at her with two arms on its thorax as the other pair worked on removing the webby illusion covering the wardrobe. As the hands pulled away, a second wardrobe was revealed—the first had been the cheap, pressboard made to look like wood, the second was built of twigs woven and intertwined until they were so thick that the structure maintained its shape. She got off the bed and approached the furniture to inspect it—there was a pair of smooth, silver handles that she grabbed onto to open the wardrobe’s door. The only thing inside was a silver bar across the top and a line of hooks on each door to hang clothes on. The fae cleared its throat and she realized she’d been distracted again. She let the door close behind her as she turned and said, “Oh, I’m here with Jaxith, a shapeshifter.” 
 
    “Shapeshifter!” It squeaked indignantly. “Pah, so the human isn’t important at all! What has gotten to that old ent’s head, assigning it to one of Its rooms,” It grumbled, then returned to work. She watched with interest as the fae changed the bed into, of all things, a hammock, strung at waist height between two sturdy saplings. She pursed her lips to stop from complaining further, afraid of what worse retaliation the fae might take if she did. When It had finally finished, she felt like she was back in the woods. The room must have been the same size as it started out, but without the walls separating the bathroom it seemed more spacious. “Done! It’s leaving!” It threw the door open and stormed out without bothering to close it again. Alexis sighed as she walked to the door and gently closed it, wondering as she watched It go if It had waited behind specifically to see her reaction to the room. Should she feel guilty for hurting Its feelings? She shook her head—it’s not like she asked for “special treatment”, though now she also wondered why she was receiving it. 
 
    She turned back to the bed, disgruntled when she was reminded that now all she had to sleep on was a hammock. She’d never been in a hammock before. With a tentative hand, she reached out and set the hammock swinging, surprised, though she shouldn’t have been. Even though she knew for certain it had all been an illusion, the bed had behaved like a real bed, so why wouldn’t the hammock behave like a real one too? Still suspicious about the reality of the room around her, she turned her head and tried looking at it out of the corner of her eye, but nothing changed appearance. She didn’t trust everything to be real, so she figured either the fae had done a better job with its illusions this time, or maybe the room just didn’t like the idea of mimicking the Mortal Realm. Well, that was just what she needed, a room with opinions.  
 
    She was trying to find the best way to crawl into the hammock without setting it swinging too badly when a knock on her door startled her. “Coming!” she called, now struggling to untangle herself from the hammock instead. Somehow, she’d managed to get one wrist stuck in a hole and a few inches of rope tangled in her hair. With a particularly hard jerk, she extracted herself, bumping into the glass, spindly legged table that had replaced the night stand.  
 
     She frowned at it, sure that it couldn’t be real. She shook it and the clattering sounds produced were exactly what she might expect of metal rattling against the ground, and the surface was flat glass. Before she could abuse the table further, the visitor knocked again. Hurrying to the door, she jerked it open, her excuse for the delay dying in her throat when she saw it wasn’t Jaxith or Jynx on the other side. Instead, her visitor was a woman whose skin and hair were so deeply black that she seemed to absorb all visible light. There was absolutely no change in shade, no hint of color to her—it was as if a living shadow stood in front of her.  
 
    “Uh.” She didn’t know what to say. “Uh, hi.” 
 
    “You are Alexis?” she asked, her voice deep and smooth.  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “The Queen invites you to the ball tomorrow evening. Proper attire is expected.” She held out a small white square—an official invitation. 
 
    Alexis plucked the invitation from the woman’s fingers, holding it gingerly between her thumb and forefinger. “Umm, that’s cool and all, but,” she began—she certainly didn’t have time to attend a ball, she needed to focus on finding Molly. But the woman didn’t wait for an answer; she turned swiftly and continued down the hallway. Alexis watched, but she didn’t seem to stop to invite anyone else to this ball. Was she the only new arrival, or was there some reason for the Queen to single her out? She looked around the hallway suspiciously, but when nothing jumped up with further surprises, she retreated to the room and closed the door. 
 
    She examined the invitation, holding it up to the light to read the silver words etched into the thick paper, but she couldn’t read what was on it, since it was written in the same scrawling script as the tree-man had used in the register. What good was an invitation when she couldn’t read it? She didn’t even know where or when the ball was going to be, so how was she supposed to attend? Even if she did have time to attend the ball, she also hadn’t brought any ‘proper attire’ with her. When she passed the glass table, she dropped the invitation on it. 
 
    She sat down on the hammock—after a few tries—and wondered if she should unpack and properly put away her clothes in the wardrobe. How long would they really be here? In the end, she decided against it, she’d never done that on any other trip she’d taken anyway.  
 
    She laid back and looked up at the ceiling, which was now made up of a canopy of leaves, though she didn’t see any trees attached to them. Sunlight now peeked through, providing the room with just enough illumination to comfortably see by without making it too bright to sleep. The hammock swayed back and forth and she closed her eyes, lulled to sleep within a few minutes. 
 
    * 
 
    Another knock woke her hours later. Forgetting that she was in a hammock, she rolled over and found herself dumped onto the floor. For a moment, she regretted getting rid of the hotel carpet as she lay stunned on the black, glasslike floor. She sat up and rubbed her shoulder, glaring at the rope structure petulantly. Her second visitor knocked again, this time more persistent, and she called out, irritated, “I’m coming, I’m coming!” She pushed herself to her feet, cringing at an annoying twinge of pain in her hip and trying not to limp as she walked over to the door, jerking it open with her non-injured arm. 
 
    “Temper, temper!” Jynx scolded as she pushed past her into the room. 
 
    She was glad to see Jynx and was about to tell her so when she was interrupted by a yawn—she still hadn’t come fully awake yet, and she slumped against the door, pushing it closed. “Have you found anything?” she asked and after a moment she followed Jynx into the room. 
 
    Jynx raised an eyebrow as she looked over her shoulder at Alexis. “I may have magic, but even I can’t get results overnight.” 
 
    Alexis pursed her lips, discouraged and trying to cover up a second yawn. She hadn’t realized she’d slept through the night, but even as uncomfortable as the hammock was, it was better than sleeping on the ground. 
 
    Jynx peered around the room with interest. “This is different, I thought they usually glamoured the human rooms to resemble something familiar.” 
 
    “The hotel room freaked me out,” Alexis admitted. She watched as Jynx sat on the hammock gracefully, her hands back to support herself. Even though she was paying close attention, she didn’t see the hammock sway even slightly under Jynx’s weight, strengthening her suspicions that the room was still glamoured.  
 
    So the question was, did she want her suspicions confirmed, or did she want to be blissfully ignorant—or as ignorant as she could be? After some internal debate, she asked, “So is this what the room really looks like?” 
 
    “Definitely not,” Jynx replied, smirking. 
 
    She squeezed her eyes shut and pinched the bridge of her nose. “You know what, I don’t want to know.” 
 
    “Whatever floats your boat.” 
 
    Alexis sighed and pulled the chair out from behind the desk to sit in. The desk now looked like the wardrobe, made up of intricately twined twigs, but the chair was made of large, carved wood with cushioned back and seat made of shimmering velvet that looked green when she tilted her head one way, and black when she tilted it another. She slumped into the chair, leaning heavily against the back. She was disappointed that it didn’t have arms for her to grab or lean against, so instead she crossed her arms over her chest as she looked at Jynx through half lowered eyelids. “So, if you don’t have any news, why are you here?” 
 
    “Tsk, tsk, maybe I’m just here for the pleasure of your grumpy company,” Jynx replied, and then exclaimed, “Grumpany!”  
 
    “Right, cause I’m going to believe that. I could maybe see Jaxith keeping me company,” she thought about it for a moment and amended, “But probably just to keep me from roaming around on my own. But you always have something else up your sleeve.” 
 
    Jynx huffed and presented her with a fake put-upon expression, but it wasn’t as effective when her black eyes still sparkled with mischief. “Well, not this time, even if you are the best bait.” 
 
    “Bait?” she asked, one eyebrow raised. 
 
    “Danger bait.” 
 
    Alexis snorted once and if she had been more awake and energetic she would have argued about who was the real bait, but for now she conceded the point. “Right. So, if that’s not why you’re here, what’s the real reason?” 
 
    With a knowing smirk, Jynx chimed, “Jaxith heard you were invited to a certain ball.” 
 
    Alexis slumped further in the chair, eyeing the desk to determine if it would hold her weight if she propped one foot up on it. Distracted, she said, “Oh, is that all? Well, I don’t really want to go to it.”  
 
    “When the Queen invites you to a ball, you don’t turn her down,” Jynx replied, her tone so serious that Alexis looked at her in surprise. She thought for a moment that Jynx’s expression would contradict her tone, but there was no mischief or excitement this time.  
 
    Alexis pursed her lips, disconcerted by the knowledge that Jynx could actually be serious, and that, of all things, a ball was what made her that way. “Look, I don’t really think we have time for a ball. All I want to do is look for Molly.” 
 
    “Maybe she’ll be at the ball,” Jynx replied, suddenly energetic again. She bounced up, the hammock not even slightly disturbed, and skipped to the wardrobe. “Now, you’ll need something to wear. Let’s see what we have here.” She opened the doors and to Alexis’ amazement there was a single dress hanging from the silver bar, a pile of other clothes resting comfortable beneath it next to a pair of silk heels. 
 
    “That wasn’t there the first time I opened it up,” she said, pushing off the chair and joining Jynx to examine the dress with interest. 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” Jynx said, shaking her head. “The enchantment on the wardrobe only provides you with the clothes that you need. You didn’t need a ball gown, so there wasn’t one. Now you need one, so now there is.” 
 
    Alexis gingerly reached out and touched the dress. Jynx snorted in impatience and pushed her out of the way, unhooking the dress from the bar and holding it out to Alexis to better examine in the light—the bodice was a light, spring green that blended into the darker shade of the skirt. The skirt was long, with several layers and heavy. Alexis eyed it nervously—she’d never been able to wear a floor length dress before because the skirts would have dragged on the ground, getting dirty and torn—all she had to do was look at the ragged edges of her jeans to know that. There was no way she’d be able to wear this dress without ruining the skirt, and her chest tightened with disappointment. She turned away from it—she didn’t want to waste her time at a dance anyway. But her hand still lingered on the silk skirt, and the color would go so well with her hair, and maybe she should just try it on … She pursed her lips as she looked back up at Jynx. “Do you really think she might be there?” 
 
    “Worth a shot.” 
 
    Alexis continued to run her hand over the skirt, amazed by how many layers of fabric there seemed to be. Her hand trailed up to the bodice, which was covered in tiny little buds of fabric. At first, she was annoyed by this—they were sure to irritate her under arms all night, if she decided to go—but then she watched in fascination as the buds opened, revealing at first tiny silk leaves, and then small, blue flowers bloomed among them. She sighed softly, touching the delicate flowers. She glanced at the closet and asked, “What’s the other stuff with it?” 
 
    “Here, hold it.” Jynx placed the dress in Alexis’ arms and she found out that it really was as heavy as it looked, the layers of skirts almost overwhelming her.  
 
    “Let’s see… here’s a shift, a corset, an underskirt, and oh, here’s the bustle.” 
 
    Alexis jerked her attention to the undergarments, staring at the object in Jynx’s hand. It had a belt to wrap around the waist, and four large ruffles. “A bustle?” She’d always wanted to try wearing a bustle. Hoop skirts had seemed ridiculous—how would she ever get through a door? But bustles were more fascinating, and she always loved looking at drawings of ladies’ dresses from the 1800s. She licked her lips and said, “Well, maybe we can stop by for just a minute.” She was not going to admit that she wasn’t thinking of Molly in that moment—she was only imagining herself feeling beautiful and interesting in this dress. 
 
    Jynx smirked. “I see someone’s changed her mind.” 
 
    Alexis ignored Jynx’s superior expression and instead asked, “Right, well, when is this ball anyway?” 
 
    “Tonight. You’ll have about enough time to prepare, then Jaxith will pick you up.” 
 
    “Are you going to be there?” 
 
    She smiled mischievously. “I wouldn’t miss it.” 
 
    Alexis waited until Jynx was out the door before really reacting. Once the coast was clears, she squealed in joy and jumped up and down, dancing in a circle. She was going to get to wear a bustle! She was going to a ball! As much as she had been reluctant before, she was ten times more excited now that a beautiful dress was involved. The only thing that dampened her excitement was the thought that Molly wasn’t there to share it with her. She stopped dancing and slumped her shoulders at the thought. The dress was wonderful, but she had more important things to concentrate on—tonight was about finding Molly. Still, when she peeked at the dress one last time, she couldn’t help grinning in anticipation. She just knew tonight would be something to remember.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine: Dancing with Danger 
 
      
 
    Alexis stood in her shift—a strapless, thin, shapeless dress that she assumed was to keep the corset from pinching her—fussing with her hair in front of the mirror. She didn’t have many tools to work with—as amazing as the wardrobe was, it didn’t provide her with any hair care products—but she’d done what she could. She started by brushing out her hair with a wet hairbrush until she had long, smooth waves. She knew that they’d probably turn to frizz as soon as her hair completely dried, but she hoped to have it safely contained before then. What she really wanted was bobby pins, but all she had was a hair tie, so she had to settle for twisting her hair into a tight, coiled bun. A few inches of hair escaped the bun, too short to fit with the rest of it, so she carefully twisted the strands around her fingers until she had one tight curl on each side of her face. They’d relax before too long, but if she fussed with them enough she might be able to prevent them from frizzing. 
 
     With her hair finished, she wished she had some make-up—even if she didn’t wear it on a daily basis, she liked it for special occasions. She made faces at her bare-faced reflection in the mirror: frowning, grinning, shifting her lips, and widening her eyes into a terrible imitation of surprise. Laughing, she turned to the dress waiting in the wardrobe. First, she had to start with the undergarments. Unsure what order to do this in, she wished she’d asked Jynx to come back and help her dress, though she was sure there would be a price. 
 
    Sighing, she decided to start with the corset, like she would start with any other bra. She didn’t know how to put on a corset by herself and was worried it couldn’t be done. Lifting it up, she wrapped the material around her, surprised at how loose it started out. She found the hooks at the front and carefully fastened each one, then jerked in surprise as the laces at her back closed around her. She tried to look over her shoulder at them, but all she could see was her white-clad back and the barest glimpse of the corset. “Should have known,” she muttered, then shifted her upper torso, getting used to the feel of the corset. It was tight enough to support and keep her contained, but not so tight that it affected her breathing. She had to tuck the top edges of the shift into the corset until she had a smooth appearance. Satisfied, she looked down at the other undergarments and groaned—she’d left them on the floor of the wardrobe. 
 
    Though she could move, she couldn’t properly bend over, so it was a bit of an experiment reaching down to grab the remaining items. She didn’t know how she’d ever manage to get shoes on, since her usual method was to sit down and prop her foot on one knee. That, at least, Jaxith could help her with when he returned. Instead she focused on the stockings and the underskirt, which were both green, just a shade lighter than the dress. The stockings didn’t have elastic or a garter to them, but they stayed around her thighs without squeezing or sliding down even as she practiced walking across the room. Next was the underskirt, which she pulled over the skirt of the shift, up to her waist and over the bottom half of the corset, where she tied the ribbons. It barely brushed her ankles, so it shouldn’t be seen under the vast lengths of skirt. Finally, it was time for the bustle, which tied lower than the underskirt, just above her hips. She fluffed it up and looked at it the mirror. “Not that I need it,” she said with a snort, but she was still smiling. And then it was time for the dress. 
 
    With her hands on her hips, Alexis stared at the dress, once again trying to determine the best way to put it on. If she tried to pull it over her head, she might get lost in the skirts. Besides, the corset emphasized her breasts, turning them into a small shelf that made it difficult to see her feet without bending over. She wasn’t sure she could get the waist of the dress over them. But in order to step into it, she’d have to bend over. Huffing, she promised herself that she’d always ask for help for fancy dressing from now on and decided that it would be easier to pull it up from the ground. 
 
    She pulled the hanger off the bar and examined the back, finding a tiny row of silk green buttons—covered by a layer of silk flora—used to close it. She hoped they were magical, like the corset, but at least if they weren’t, Jaxith should be able to close her up. Once they were undone, she arranged the dress so that the opening was clear and easy to step into. Still crouching, she awkwardly crab walked, stretching to step into the dress, then gripped the edges. Realizing she was being a bit harsh on the silk, she relaxed her grip before straightening, bringing the dress with her. She had to pause to make adjustments when the underskirt was caught on the edge, and then again when she reached the edge of the bustle. Closing her eyes, she sighed in defeat. “Should’ve started from the top,” she muttered. But now she was halfway up and too stubborn to change course again. At least the bustle was made of cloth instead of metal, so she was able to press down each individual layer with one hand, pull the bodice up with the other, and repeat for each layer until the dress settled around her waist. 
 
    Sighing in relief, she took a short break and took the opportunity to crack her neck and shake out her arms. When she was ready, she pulled the bodice up until the edge rested on her breasts a few inches above the corset, only then realizing that, because it was strapless, it wasn’t going to stay upright without the buttons being closed. Taking a chance, she reached back with both hands and held the edges of the bodice together. She sighed in relief when she heard the soft rustle and felt the effects of the buttons slowly and carefully finding the proper holes. She straightened and moved her arms out of the way, waiting until the dress settled around her, still once again. “Who needs a lady’s maid when you’ve got magic?” she asked aloud, grinning at her reflection triumphantly. 
 
     And then she paused and really looked at herself. Feeling like it was the appropriate pose for such a dress, she stood with her chin slightly raised, her shoulders back, and her hands demurely folded in front of her. The green was a perfect complement to her coloring and the silk flora had somehow escaped being crushed in her struggle to dress. She turned to the side and examined the skirt in the mirror, grinning excitedly. There were at least four descending layers of skirts, the topmost skirt was where the flowers stopped, while the rest were in complimentary colors, growing just a shade darker with each layer. She hadn’t realized while it was on the rack—or maybe it was another touch of magic—but right over the bustle, the material was knotted until it reached the height of her lower back. There were other little details here and there—a row of pollen-like beads that she had to stop herself from fidgeting with, as well as a blue ribbon that was either decorative or actually holding up some of the skirts, it was difficult to tell. She felt like a Victorian lady—she felt beautiful—and she had to stop herself from dancing around in a little circle again.  
 
    But the best part was, she’d been wrong—the dress fit perfectly, just brushing the tops of her feet, a safe enough distance from the ground and her heels so that she was confidant the skirt would survive the night. She never had a dress fit so well, and was sure that, without magic, it would never happen again. 
 
    The matching shoes were free of flora, but they were still beautiful. The material was gathered around the opening with a little ribbon woven close to the edge, ending in a bow right above the toes. They didn’t have a strap, but she was beginning to have faith in her wardrobe—everything else was magical, so she expected the shoes to be the perfect size to stay on all night long without pinching or irritating. They had a two-inch heel, just enough to give her some height without making it difficult to walk. 
 
    Since the wardrobe also didn’t provide jewelry, Alexis had to decide between going bare and wearing the necklace the stranger from Midsummer had given her. She’d worn it under her shirt every day since then—had it only been a few days ago?—and was reluctant to remove it. Even though it clashed with the dress—it looked strangely modern and out of place—she felt safer with a bit of iron on her.  
 
    When the knock came this time, she knew exactly who it was. She opened it and greeted Jaxith, who looked extremely uncomfortable and stiff in his own formal wear, a dark gray tunic with matching pants tucking into tight, knee-high boots. The gray made the brown fur on his exposed ears and tail seem darker. He looked so miserable that she was sure he’d rather be a wolf right then. Alexis stifled a nervous giggle, only because she didn’t want him to feel like she was laughing at him. 
 
    He’d been staring at her for a full minute now—she thought it was because of the dress, but his eyes were riveted on the necklace. Because she’d kept it under her shirt, he’d never seen it before. She shifted nervously, wondering if it was insulting to wear iron to an event like this. Taking a deep breath, she straightened her shoulders—she felt better with it on, so she was wearing it, no matter what anyone said. But her smile was still nervous as she shyly asked, “Do I look all right?”  
 
    He started, surprised by her voice out of whatever thoughts he had. With her reminder, he took a moment to actually look at the rest of her, and nodded stiffly. “Yes, everything looks fine.” 
 
    “It’s just … maybe this isn’t a good idea. I mean, the dress is awesome, but I really always feel awkward in skirts and I feel like maybe some pants would be better?” she stuttered and realized that she was once again gripping the skirts in her now-sweating palms. She quickly looked around, but the only thing she found to wipe her hands on was her discarded T-shirt, which she promptly used. 
 
    “Relax. If you stand out, it won’t be because of your dress.” 
 
    “Wow that … doesn’t make me feel better at all.” 
 
    “My apologies. Are you ready to go now? It would be best if we enter with the crowd.” 
 
    “Umm, sure thing, but could you help me with the shoes?” She pointed to them where they rested on the floor. 
 
    He stiffened but nodded once. Alexis raised an eyebrow, wondering why he seemed to be wound tighter than a toy mouse—after all, shouldn’t he be used to these types of parties by now? This was his Court—but she didn’t comment. She stepped over to the shoes, lifted her skirts, and held one foot out for him. He was very careful to only touch the shoe as he lifted it and helped guide it onto her foot. They repeated the process, and then he led her to the door. 
 
    Out in the hallway, after a moment’s hesitation, he held his arm out to her. She wondered why his clothes were so plain—was it only the women that dressed up for a ball? Or was it Jaxith who didn’t like drawing attention to himself? Cocking her head to look up at him and noting his tight jaw, she decided it was probably just Jaxith. 
 
    She looked back at the corridor and asked, “Have you found out anything yet?” Jaxith touched the hand that was lying on his arm, brushing her fingers gently and she was suddenly distracted by how quickly they reached the copper gate and forgot her question. She turned and narrowed her eyes at the rosebushes—did they shift positions since she’d first walked down that hallway, or had they taken her on the longest route possible? 
 
    It seemed as soon as they left the guest quarters, they came upon a queue waiting to enter another room. “It’s a popular event, huh?” Alexis whispered, shifting closer to Jaxith and further away from some of the other fae. A creature standing in front of her turned around and grinned at her, exposing jagged, rotting teeth. Jaxith bared his own teeth in response. After examining them, the fae seemed to decide that Jaxith’s were sharper, and turned away without further challenge.  
 
    “Balls in Our Realm are always popular, no matter what Court,” Jaxith stated as if they hadn’t been interrupted. 
 
    “Right.”  
 
    “There’s something you should know before we enter.” 
 
    “Isn’t there always,” she grumbled. She inhaled deeply, bracing herself, and asked, “What is it now?” 
 
    “There’s an enchantment in the music. You need to look like you’re enjoying yourself, but you can’t get caught in it. If you do, we won’t necessarily be able to pull you out.” 
 
    “Fabulous, and what exactly is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Some dancers never stop dancing,” he replied, not looking at her. 
 
    She stared, wondering how serious he was being. She decided he was speaking literally and suppressed a shudder. Looking forward again, she remembered how she felt earlier in front of the mirror and made sure to stand straight with her chin up. She could do this. She’d get in, search for Molly, and get out, no problem. But just in case, she added, “Okay, duly noted. Anything else?” 
 
    “Be very careful of everything you say and everyone you interact with. And if someone asks you to dance—” 
 
    She snorted, interrupting him. “Right, I doubt that’s something I have to worry about.” She said this just as they were entering the ballroom. She looked around in amazement—the maze walls stretched up so high she couldn’t see where they stopped, and the sky above shone with stars, though in no constellations she could discern. At the front of the room, there was a dais with a single, enormous, stone throne, currently empty. On one side of the room there were two large, long tables, covered with colorful foods. Between them was a stone fountain flowing with red wine, the base lined with different chalices for the guests to use. 
 
    A band—she wondered if it was still called a band when it was a group of fae in old-fashioned clothes with old-fashioned instruments—played next to the dais. There were five of them and they played masterfully on their chosen instruments—a flute, a mandolin, a harp, a violin, and a set of drums. The melody was vibrant and enticing, with the drums giving everything a rhythm that had the dancers already gathered in the middle of the room and moving to the beat. Alexis watched them for a moment, but then her attention was drawn to the clothes the fae wore instead. First, she caught sight of a woman with butterflies fluttering on her skirt and all about her, sometimes disappearing into her shining green hair. Alexis watched as the woman danced with a dour-faced old man, losing butterflies as she went until she was dancing in a skirt so short it was indecent, and then the butterflies settled back into place, slowly rebuilding the skirt. 
 
    Then Alexis’ attention was caught by a beautiful woman dressed in a material so completely clear that Alexis blushed as she realized nothing was hidden from view; it was almost pointless to wear anything at all. But the view of skin underneath the material was warped, and at first Alexis thought she was wearing water until she realized that the dress didn’t move at all—no ripples from dancing or her partner’s hand brushing the skirt. She concluded that it must be made of glass. When the woman caught her staring, she opened her mouth in a smile that shocked Alexis—not only did the mouth open vertically, but the stubby teeth inside were black and shiny.  
 
    Alexis turned away from her to spot a woman covered in brilliant peacock feathers—she couldn’t tell if the woman’s dress was made of the feathers, or if they were growing from her. She had just decided that it must be a dress, because only male peacocks had the colorful feathers, when the skirt shifted, lifting from the fae into a beautiful tail display that bared the fae’s nakedness to the room and Alexis realized she was correct—the males were the ones with the pretty feathers. She turned away, blushing furiously, and Jaxith gave her a sympathetic smile. 
 
    “Perhaps we should dance once,” he suggested. 
 
    She nodded vigorously, trying to force her face to cool and hoped that her smile looked natural enough. “Okay!” She was nervous, being surrounded by these strange guests, but she also couldn’t help feeling excited about her very first dance at a ball. She laughed joyfully as Jaxith swept her onto the floor. He paused for a moment once they were there, looking at her hand uncertainly, but before she could ask about it, he’d clasped her right hand in his left and placed his right hand on her waist. She placed her other hand on his shoulder. He used their position to gently guide her where he wanted her to step, slowly taking her around the dance floor with careful movements that frustrated her. A few times she tried to lead him instead—his movements were offbeat, bothering her—but he kept her firmly to his own pace. The more frustrated she became with his bad dancing, the more the music invaded her mind and she found herself struggling against him, trying to escape him so that she could move to the beat with the rest of the dancers. A sharp pinch to her hip startled her and she scowled at him. But the scowl slipped when she caught a glimpse of something wrong out of the corner of her eye. Her smile and steps faltered and the only thing preventing her from falling was Jaxith’s arm around her waist. She felt suddenly dizzy and nauseated and she stared in growing horror at the dancers around her.  
 
    “Look at me,” Jaxith hissed.  
 
    She jerked her eyes back to his and he held her gaze. 
 
    “Keep smiling.” His tone clearly said it was an order, not a suggestion. 
 
    She didn’t think to disobey—in response, she smiled so widely that her cheeks ached immediately. As the dancing progressed, she continued to catch glimpses here and there of the other dancers, some obviously ensnared in the enchantment. With each new glimpse, she had to remind herself to keep smiling instead of staring in horror. It was difficult, because what she’d seen in those moments were that some of the revelers had wasted away, their bare feet bleeding and calloused as if they’d been dancing for days or weeks instead of hours. But what disturbed her most were the wide, eerie, unbreakable smiles they all wore. They didn’t seem to respond to anything except for their partners, both fae and human. There wasn’t any attempt to cover their decimated state with a glamour—the horror was revealed to the room at large, and no one seemed to care. 
 
    Their dance ended and Jaxith released her. She didn’t want to look at the dance floor; she just wanted to check for Molly as soon as possible and then return to her room, whether she found her not. 
 
    “What’s happened to them?” she asked, trying to keep her voice as low as possible. 
 
    Jaxith looked at her sadly but didn’t answer. 
 
    “Is this normal for a ball?” she asked, her eyes narrowed in anger but her voice deceptively calm. 
 
    But apparently, he wasn’t going to answer her questions tonight. “I have some people to talk with,” he whispered to her. “Will you be all right?” 
 
    She didn’t want to be left alone, but she nodded anyway. She watched him leave, torn between feeling lost, like a child in a crowd, and furious at what had been done to the other dancers. She took a deep breath and wrapped her arms around herself until she realized she was crushing her pretty flowers. Taking a deep breath, she tried to channel her inner Victorian, once again folding her hands demurely in front of her as she stood with her back straight and her chin high. She tried to look anywhere else in the room, but her eyes were constantly drawn back to the dance floor in a morbid curiosity that she made her feel ashamed. There weren’t as many enchanted dancers as she had first guessed—just a few here and there, spread among the rest of the revelers who seemed to be genuinely enjoying themselves. She couldn’t understand why none of the other guests were bothered by them—even the humans she could see seemed more focused on the party than on their suffering companions. Maybe they convinced themselves that the smiles stretched across their faces weren’t as eerie as they first appeared—or maybe they thought that, since they were so absorbed in the music and the enchantment, they didn’t know what was happening to them. Even she was beginning to think that there was no way they could feel the pain and continue dancing so gracefully. She shivered at the thought of how tempted she’d been to do the same and was very thankful for Jaxith’s interference. 
 
    She looked away again and tried to find something else to occupy herself while Jaxith was gone. The best thing she could think to do was take a seat—there was an empty set of chairs near one of the far walls. She didn’t want to draw attention to herself any more than necessary, so she held her head high and walked without haste toward the chairs. When she reached them, she had a new dilemma. Since she’d never worn a bustle before, she didn’t know how to properly sit down in one. It was cloth instead of wire, so it shouldn’t hinder her, but she also didn’t want to crush the skirts too badly. Just as she was about to risk it someone grabbed her hand and, without warning or asking permission, pulled her back toward the dance floor. She was at the edges of the dance before she’d fully comprehended what had happened. She looked up at him, ready to scold him, but his expression made her stop. There was something vaguely threatening about his smile and the shine in his eyes as he settled his hand on the small of her back. 
 
    “Just one dance,” he promised, winking mischievously. 
 
    Alexis warily agreed with a short nod, afraid of what might happen if she refused—she dreaded the thought of making a scene in this unsympathetic crowd. She should have listened to Jaxith when he was trying to tell her what to do if someone asked her to dance. Then again, her new partner hadn’t asked, he’d simply acted.  
 
    His face was normal, as far as she could tell, though his skin was a shiny, sparkling blue and he had a set of blue-tinged dragonfly wings fluttering behind him. They didn’t talk as they danced, and Alexis noticed that, though he was dancing to the rhythm better than Jaxith had, he was still careful to keep her out of falling into the music. That, at least, she was grateful for.  
 
    The music was just winding down when he leaned in and whispered to her, “You’ve kept us waiting.” 
 
    “What?” she asked, staring at him in shock. But instead of answering, he spun her under his arm. A different hand snaked around her waist and she finished the spin in someone else’s arms. “Doesn’t anyone ask for a dance here?” she demanded, staring up at her next partner with irritation. He was a copy of the first; except his skin was tinged golden-green and the wings flickering behind him cast emerald shadows. 
 
    “Not when we believe the answer would be no,” he replied with a cheeky grin. “And I have a feeling it would be, Alexis.” 
 
    “How do you know my name?” she demanded, reflexively gripping his hand harder. As they danced, they wound their way through the crowd. She looked around, frowning—most couples stayed in relatively one part of the dance floor, but her two partners had somehow danced her almost all the way across the room. 
 
    “You told us. Or, your friend did,” he replied, his grin spreading wider. Even though his teeth were normal, his smile was more unnerving than Jynx’s mouthful of fangs.  
 
    She narrowed her eyes. She tried to pull away, but his grip tightened on her back and hand, just enough to keep her in place. Instead of tensing, she felt herself relax against him, the tension melting from her shoulders without her really understanding why. He seemed to be in a talkative mood, so she asked him, “Do you know where Molly is?” She wanted to make the question demanding, but it came out as barely inquisitive, her voice light and breathy. 
 
    “I never said it was Molly.” 
 
    Alexis frowned, trying to understand what he meant as he pulled her closer. They were so close that it was less like they were dancing now and more like he was pulling her backwards toward the edge of the room. He murmured, “I’m glad you finally let us accompany you.” 
 
    The smell of mushrooms and grass surrounded her. She wasn’t sure if it was the smell or the word ‘accompany’ that had triggered the memory, but she thought of the unsuccessful camping trip, her mind suddenly giving her a sharp reminder that this wasn’t someone to relax around. “You were there on Midsummer.” 
 
    “Everyone who’s anyone goes out on the Holidays,” he replied with a laugh. “We found you then, now you’ve found us. Isn’t that fantastic?” he asked, flashing her another cheerfully menacing smile. 
 
    “Let me go,” she demanded, trying to pull away, only succeeding in getting an extra inch between them.  
 
    “We’re almost done,” he assured her. They reached the edge of the dance floor and left the other dancers behind, but he still held her close. 
 
    “I said let me go,” she snarled, trying to find his foot to stomp on, but her copious skirts were in the way. He ignored her, guiding her toward a door and she suddenly had a lot more to worry about: like what might happen if he actually got her away from the crowd. 
 
    But before she could imagine all sorts of gruesome outcomes, someone appeared between them and the doorway, preventing her partner from continuing forward. To Alexis’ relief, they stopped, and she realized she was panting from her struggles. Her partner released her waist, but held on to her hand, and even though his grip was light, she couldn’t pull away. 
 
    The other fae wordlessly stared her partner down with flat black eyes—she might have thought they were only holes in his head if she couldn’t see the way they shaped his eyelid. He was taller than the other fae, and his gray skin—bared to her because he was shirtless—was so translucent that she could see a map of his blue veins, at least where they were visible peeking out between pitch black tattoos. The tattoos seemed to have the same tribal motif that was popular on the heroes of romance novel covers—spiky swirls that followed the lines of his body, even as they independently moved, shifted and slid along his skin. His hair was long and black, worn loose around his shoulders. She could see his ears poking through his hair, coming to sharp points, longer and thinner than the elves’. He seemed more intimidating than the fae that had dragged her away from the dance floor, and she wasn’t sure whether he was a safer choice. 
 
    He held out his hand to Alexis, somehow offering her both a dance and protection at the same time. Despite her doubts, she didn’t hesitate before using her free hand to grasp his. Her old partner released her without any further questions or quarrels and bowed to the other man, conceding his defeat. 
 
    Within the next breath, she had been swept back to the dance floor in the other direction. She sighed in relief—somehow, the other side of the ballroom seemed safer. 
 
    “You should be more careful of your partners,” he scolded her gently. 
 
    She looked him up and down, unconcerned with the steps as he guided her expertly through the crowd. “Are you warning me about you or your friends?” 
 
    “They are not my friends,” his voice was low, but it had a sharp edge to it that made her wonder if she should very quietly step away from him. But the moment passed and his lips quirked in a half-hearted smile. “But you should certainly avoid all of us as a rule. There are many dangerous fae here, and I am definitely one of them.” 
 
    “But you aren’t planning to hurt me,” she said with confidence and smiled back at him with genuine pleasure. “Are you, Mr. White Knight?” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at her. “So, you agreed because you recognized me?” 
 
    “Not at first,” she admitted. “But I can put two and two together. The others were there at Midsummer, and then here you come, all black hair and penchant for rescuing damsels in distress.” 
 
    “Is this the part where you tell me you are capable of rescuing yourself?” he asked, his smile turning ironic. 
 
    “Not this time.” She could see her answer surprised him, but his steps didn’t falter as they danced. He spun her once under his arm, as if to buy himself time for what he was going to say next, and then brought her up against his chest, resting his hand low, his fingers barely brushing her bustle to keep her close. 
 
    “You should not have come here,” he whispered in her ear. 
 
    “I’ll leave as soon as I find my friend,” she whispered back. “You’ll get me out of here faster if you help me out. Do you know anything about her?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She pulled away to look at him, examining his face. Jaxith said that the fae couldn’t lie, but she wanted to see his expression. His face was blank, and it was hard to read his eyes. The longer she looked, the more uneasy she felt—it was like there wasn’t anything there, not even her own reflection. Then his gazed flickered over her, his eyelids clearly broadcasting the movement, and she relaxed. Though his eyes were strange and unsettling, he had saved her twice now, and she found herself trusting him.  
 
    “All right,” she conceded, nodding once. 
 
    His lips quirked again and his eyes lowered to her chest. She blushed until she realized he was staring at the charm he’d given her instead of her exposed cleavage. “Utilize what you have. And keep your friends close. I will not be there every time you need rescuing.” 
 
    “What makes you think I’ll need rescuing again?” she asked, raising both eyebrows. 
 
    “Simply a feeling I have,” he replied, spinning her again, letting go of her hand at the last minute. She stumbled and held her arms out to steady herself, then straightened her skirts—her bustle sat slightly askew and she took a moment to fix it, carefully not looking at him to see if he was watching her movements. But when she finished, and did finally look up, he wasn’t there. She turned and just barely caught a glance of him walking away. Apparently, he was finished now that he’d saved and warned her once again. 
 
    She watched him for a moment, but when a fae jostled her, she decided a quick retreat would be best. She had planned to find a seat, but a waving hand caught her attention and she was relieved to see Jynx. Alexis was beginning to think attending the ball had been a dangerous idea, and she’d been so distracted she hadn’t even looked for Molly. She liked to think that if Molly had been there, she would have seen her already; that Molly would have called out to her, but then she thought of the enchanted dancers. She opened her mouth to ask Jynx what she thought, but the words never came out as she really took a moment to look at her. Jaxith had aimed for elegant and simple with his attire, but Jynx had no such restrictions—which shouldn’t have been a surprise, since even in her daily wardrobe she seemed to aim to stand out. But Alexis had expected a mismatch of colors, like Jynx had worn in the past, but what she saw now shocked her in a different way. The dress was a simple, modern and elegant cut—it could match any classy evening gown at an award show—but the material was perfectly reflective, as if Alexis stared into a liquid mirror. Even the shoes peeking out from under the skirt reflected the room around them. 
 
    Jynx patted her hair as she preened at Alexis’ open-mouthed admiration. But instead of commenting on her dress, she said slyly, “I knew mortals worked fast because of short timelines, but you take the cake.” 
 
    Alexis blinked, momentarily confused by the seemingly random statement. But when she wasn’t staring in wonder at the dress, she remembered that, only a few minutes ago, she’d been dancing with someone. “Did you see all of that?”  
 
    “All? You mean there was more? What did I miss?” Jynx asked, pouting as if disappointed she’d missed the show. 
 
    Alexis decided Jynx probably had only seen her dancing with … she looked over her shoulder, frowning when she realized he hadn’t given her his name. She wondered if Jynx would know, or maybe Jaxith. More importantly, she wanted to know if they knew who the other two fae were that had tried to take her off the dance floor. She wasn’t sure if they had anything to do with Molly or it was a coincidence—she really hoped she finally had a lead on Molly. But instead of asking about them, she found herself more concerned with her rescuer and asked, “Do you know who he is?” 
 
    Jynx’s eyes widened in surprise. “You mean you don’t?” 
 
    “I’ve met him before, but I don’t really like, know him. I don’t even know his name. How would I?” Alexis demanded, a little irritated. “It’s not like he walked up to me and introduced himself ‘Hi, I’m blah,’ it doesn’t really seem like the fae way.”  
 
    “Yeah, but you,” Jynx began, her eyes flickering down so quickly Alexis couldn’t pinpoint where they landed. “You mean, you really don’t know?” When Alexis shook her head no, Jynx started laughing—at first a series of short snorts, and then the giggles burbled up out of her mouth and she hysterically smacked her hands on her knees, causing the reflections on her skirt to ripple wildly. “Oh, he’s good, he’s fabulous, he’s just given me the best present ever,” she choked through her giggles. It took her several minutes to get her laughter under control enough to explain. “That, little Lexi-girl, is the Prince of this Court. The Dark Queen’s own son and heir. We call him Keir when we aren’t being too formal.” 
 
    “He’s a prince?” she squeaked, her eyes wide. What was a prince doing paying attention to her? 
 
    “The. He’s the Prince,” Jynx corrected, still grinning in delight at Alexis’ previous ignorance. “You said something terrible to him, didn’t you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    “I’m not lying.” She bit her lip and worried it between her teeth. “I just … well, I sort of asked him for help.” 
 
    That set Jynx laughing again for a good few minutes. “Oh, I bet he loved that! Watch out, Lexi-girl, or finding your friend will be the least of your worries. You’ll be lucky if you can get out of here at all.” With that ominous statement, she hooked arms with Alexis. “I think it’s about time we find Jaxith. If you make me laugh anymore tonight I might rip a seam. Ooo, just wait until he hears about all the trouble you’ve gotten yourself into now!” 
 
    They found Jaxith by the refreshment table talking to a woman with raven feathers instead of hair and a small, pointed beak instead of a mouth. She looked at Alexis with beady black eyes, cocking her head in curiosity, but Jaxith excused himself before the woman could comment.  
 
    His gaze shifted from Jynx’s smile—never a good sign—to Alexis’ hands which were clutching her skirt again as she forgot about her worries of wrinkling the material. 
 
    “Alexis has met our fair prince,” Jynx crowed, wrapping one arm around Alexis’ shoulders. “And ooo, the mess she’s made! She’s got a real, talent this one. Can we keep her?” 
 
    Jaxith sighed and rubbed his temple as if to ward off a headache. “From the beginning, please,” he instructed, ignoring his sister and focusing on Alexis. 
 
    So she told him about the two boys that had taken her across the dance floor, emphasizing, “Without asking,” and how the other one, Keir apparently, had stopped the last from taking her out of the room. She told her story in a slightly confused order because as she went on she realized that she hadn’t told them about what had happened on Midsummer, so she kept going back to explain different aspects in further detail—how she’d met all three of them on Midsummer, then some of what Keir had said to her—so by the end she wasn’t sure that he would even understand her. 
 
    But he didn’t seem to care about the details, because his first reaction was to scowl and tell her, “I told you not to ask for help.” 
 
    Alexis pursed her lips at his tone and pointed out petulantly, “No, you told me not to ask the Queen for help.” She paused and admitted, “Though, I guess if I had known who I was talking to, I probably wouldn’t have asked him for help either. But that’s not the point, the point is, why can’t I ask him for help? He didn’t see offended or anything.” 
 
    “Because you may just get it,” he snapped, his eyes closed and his fingers kneading his temples. 
 
    Ignoring the fact that he had declined anyway, she insisted, “But that’s a good thing. I need as much help as I can get!” 
 
    His eyes pinned her, his expression more serious than she’d ever seen it as he said coldly, “Only if you’re willing to pay the price.” 
 
    “Oh.” She pursed her lips again—she’d forgotten about that aspect. “But I mean, he’s helped me before, without me asking I might add.” 
 
    “Which is all the more concerning because we don’t know his motives. Until we do, he’s just as dangerous as the other two you’ve mentioned.” As if the conversation was finished, he added, “Jynx will return you to your room, you’ve done enough tonight.” 
 
    “Hey, don’t use that accusatory tone with me,” she snapped, crossing her arms over her chest, once again forgetting her concern for the dress and its pretty silk flowers. “You left me alone on the dance floor. Besides, we’re supposed to be looking for Molly.” Despite the fact that she had already considered leaving, she didn’t like his high-handed attitude, and so now she was determined to stay. “In fact, I think—”  
 
    He grabbed her upper arm, cutting her off as he hustled her a few feet across the room. “I will look for Molly. You will stay in your room for the rest of the night. I’ll retrieve you for the Court Session tomorrow.” 
 
    She didn’t like his word choice—retrieve made it sound like she was some object he’d forgotten—but she didn’t argue. He released her arm and let Jynx guide her the rest of the way out of the ballroom. They were barely past the doors when Alexis muttered, “He didn’t even listen. I was trying to tell him that I think those two have something to do with Molly.” 
 
    Jynx snorted. “He’s a smart boy, I’m sure he figured it out. Now, come on, it’s past your bedtime.” And Jynx accompanied a quiet, reluctantly obedient Alexis back to her bedroom without further incident.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten: In the Presence of Royalty 
 
      
 
    Alexis spent a restless night waiting for Jaxith to ‘retrieve’ her. She couldn’t sleep—her mind was too occupied with her racing thoughts, and every time she lay down on the hammock, it swung under her, agitating her further. When he finally knocked on her door in the morning, she jerked it open, ignoring his startled expression, and growled, “Well, did you find anything?” 
 
    His face was calm as he looked her up and down, but his hands were slightly raised, as if he was ready to ward her off if she attacked him. “No.” 
 
    She crossed her arms over her chest, feeling uncomfortable in her dirty, slept in, sweaty T-shirt after wearing the beautiful gown the night before. “And you talked to the others, the two whatever-they-were that tried to drag me off the dance floor?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    She dug her nails into the flesh of her arm and tried not to grind her teeth as she waited, but he didn’t say anything else. After thirty whole seconds, she snapped, “And?” 
 
    “They repeated your story about the camping trip. They weren’t interested in remembering which, but one of the girls you were with that had told them your name.” 
 
    Her shoulders slumped. “Oh, that’s what they meant.” She scrubbed a hand over her eyes and muttered, “Crap, so it was just a coincidence after all?” 
 
    “They do happen.” When she peeked at him through her fingers, he was looking at her with pity. 
 
    She leaned her head against the doorjamb, glad for something solid under her instead of the rosebushes. “So, what now? Do we keep looking for her here or do we move on?” 
 
    “It’s possible that she’s still here.” He held up a hand, stopping her before she could say anything else. “I don’t want you to worry about that now. What’s important right now is getting through this presentation without angering anyone or attracting any more unnecessary attention.” 
 
    “Am I supposed to put the dress back on?” she asked, gesturing for him to enter the room. 
 
    “The wardrobe should have something appropriate.”  
 
    “Fine, hang out on the hammock,” she directed and went to the wardrobe where she’d carefully put away the shoes, undergarments, and dress the night before. She opened it to reveal that the other clothes had disappeared, and a new outfit was in place. As much as she had loved the dress before, she was relieved to see that today’s outfit was simple: loose, black pants and a long, dark green tunic made of some light, gauzy material. At the bottom was a pair of sturdy, black leather ankle boots with a row of tiny buttons to close them. As she removed it from the wardrobe, she noticed that the dark green shifted color with each movement, sometimes becoming so deep it was almost black, other times lightening to an almost emerald shade. She glanced back at him and saw that he was already turned away from her, facing the wall to give her privacy. 
 
    The wardrobe hadn’t provided undergarments this time, and she hadn’t decided how she felt about that. It was so nice to strip off her dirty, days old T-shirt and jeans that she loathed the idea of keeping her old bra and underwear on, but at the same time she wasn’t sure she wanted to wear mystical faery panties. She glanced at the wardrobe and wondered if it would give her new underwear if she asked, but she decided to only try that experiment if she became more desperate. Dressing was much quicker than last night with familiar garments. Looking down at herself, she noticed that the collar of the tunic was low enough to stay clear of the iron. She wondered if it was a coincidence or if even the enchantments had the same fae aversion to iron. It would be useful to know if the iron could protect her from the Faery Realm as a whole or only the residents. That was a question she’d need to ask Jaxith when he seemed in a more talkative mood. 
 
    “So, is this really what they want people to wear for a Court Session? I expected something more elaborate, like last night.” 
 
    “Perhaps even the enchantment knows that you need to blend in today,” he replied drily as he approached the door in three quick strides. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Fantastic. Well, let’s get this over with,” she said as she followed him down the hallway. “So, what am I supposed to do?” 
 
    “When your name is called, I will walk you to the stage and present you to the Queen. She or one of the heralds will ask your purpose for visiting the court.” He hesitated and explained, “I wasn’t expecting your presentation to be in front of everyone, so it might be better if you don’t,” he paused and his eyes darted down again before he continued, “If you don’t follow the plan we had yesterday.” 
 
    “What?” she asked, her eyes widening. “What do you expect me to do? Come up with something else on the spot? You should have told me last night so that I had time to come up with a good story!” 
 
    “I was distracted.” 
 
    “Oh, well, that’s brilliant. I’m so glad you had time to remember this morning,” she muttered. 
 
    He held a finger to his lips to signal silence as they joined a queue resembling the one they’d waited in last night. When they entered the room, she wondered for a moment if these Court Sessions took place in the same room, but either the room was smaller or there were several more fae than the night before, because the crowd filled it almost wall to wall. But she suspected it was a different room, because the dais in front of them held five thrones instead of the one from the night before.  
 
    The fae around her murmured excitedly until a trumpet blared, announcing the arrival of the Queen and the others who would occupy the thrones. Everyone in the crowd bent one knee to the floor and Alexis followed suit without needing Jaxith’s gesture for her to do so. She gave him a self-satisfied smile just as he turned to her with his mouth open and his palm facing the floor. He nodded at her in approval. She looked up at the dais, watched the fae enter the room, and wondered if they were all daoine sídhe. Her eyes were drawn to Keir as each of the fae took one of the thrones; he didn’t look anywhere in her direction and she wasn’t sure if she was relieved or disappointed.  
 
    Keir sat on the right of a statuesque woman who placed herself in the exact center throne. Her black hair seemed impossibly long, draping over the left-hand arm and puddling on the floor around her, melting into the shadows. Alexis eyed it enviously, wondering if it was magic or genetics that made her long hair so smooth and silky. Though the woman didn’t wear a crown her position and presence clearly indicated that she was the Queen. In fact, she didn’t wear much of anything—her breasts were barely covered by several lines of thin silver chains and for a skirt she wore two pieces of black fabric connected with another chain that exposed almost all of each leg and the full side of her hips. Alexis knew she wouldn’t be able to see the subtler signs of age from her place in the crowd, but she was still surprised that the woman appeared to be in her late twenties, certainly not old enough to have a full-grown son. She was about to look away when she saw something move out of the corner of her eye—at first, she thought the Queen had shifted in her seat, but when she turned back she stared in amazement as the shadows around the Queen moved, shifting as if something waited in the darkness. They flowed up, surrounding her for a moment, before settling near her arms and thickening the natural darkness around her. The skin beneath the shadows appeared darker, a dusky tone that emphasized the Asian elements of the Queen’s appearance, then they shifted again, and her skin had the same pale gray translucence as her son’s.  
 
    When the shadows seemed to settle in, she tore her eyes from the Queen to examine the others. The other man on the Queen’s right was so unlike the rest of the fae she’d seen so far that Alexis stared, wondering who and what he was. His skin and hair were a smooth, dark brown, and though his hair and beard was liberally streaked with silver, the rest of him seemed young and virile. Unlike the others, he was fully dressed in a set of rich purple and blue robes; only the skin on his hands, neck and face was showing. She focused on him for a long time before she admitted that she couldn’t detect anything abnormal about him—the only reason she assumed he wasn’t human was because of his apparent status by his position on the dais.  
 
    The woman directly to the left of the Queen looked as if she was made of living metal; her hair—reaching past her waist—was pure, glimmering silver; her skin had a metallic sheen that shone and shimmered in the low light of the room; even her clothes were silver, matching so closely to her skin tone that it was hard to determine where the dress ended and her skin began. She was arranged in the throne so that she lounged in it, one leg propped over the arm in a manner that appeared lazy at first, but then Alexis realized she probably had to sit that way. After all, the thrones didn’t seem built to accommodate the delicate, gossamer wings that fluttered nonstop behind her. 
 
    When she finally looked at the last fae on the dais, she was surprised to feel a sense of recognition. She frowned as she tried to place the memory, but the only time she could imagine meeting a fae was on Midsummer, and most of them had been accounted for. She couldn’t imagine that this had been the fourth member of their group—there was nothing golden about him. He seemed young, though all of them did in their own way, with his hair sculpted into dozens of severe spikes. He was grinning at the crowd, showing off a mouth full of sharp fangs. They weren’t the same type of fangs that Jynx had—Jynx’s mouth resembled the carnivore she was, with variously sized teeth meant for chewing up meat. His fangs appeared to be all the same length and, she suspected, all the same lethal sharpness. She was sure she’d seen something like them before in a picture of a deep-sea fish. His chest was bare and he’d chosen to wear a pair of well-worn jeans with holes in the knees—the near-normality of his attire was jarring. As Alexis stared at him, her head started to ache between her eyes and at her temples. There really was something familiar about him—she thought she remembered him and Molly in the same place, but the harder she concentrated, the less substantial the memory became. 
 
    Her mouth dry, Alexis licked her lips and looked away before he could catch her staring. As soon as she looked away, the headache disappeared. She glanced at Jynx and asked, as quietly as she could manage, “Who’s who?” 
 
    “Left to right or right to left?” Jynx asked playfully.  
 
    “Left to right.” 
 
    “Saeron, Keir, Tynan, Aoibheann, Ormond.” Alexis glared at her, but she just grinned. “Gotta ask a better question then that.” 
 
    Alexis considered for a moment, then asked, “What’s their role?” 
 
    “Saeron is the Queen’s consort.” 
 
    “Keir’s father?” 
 
    “No, Keir’s father was mortal.” 
 
     Alexis remembered now that Jaxith said the daoine sídhe almost exclusively bred with mortals.  
 
    “So, what is he?” 
 
    “Oh, he’s daoine sídhe, a son of the Seelie Court.” 
 
    “But he’s not the King.” 
 
    “Doesn’t have the talent for it; he chose to be the consort.” 
 
    She wanted to know what she meant by ‘talent’, but first asked, “What does she need a consort for?” 
 
    Jaxith elbowed her and when she glanced at him, he held a finger to his lips. She pursed her lips and nodded, determined to keep quiet. 
 
    But Jynx didn’t seem to care about her brother’s warnings. She snickered, barely able to contain her gleeful laughter. “Do you need me to spell it out for you?” 
 
    Alexis couldn’t hide her blush as she muttered, “No, no, I got it.” She squeezed her eyes shut, took a deep, slow breath, and made a decision. Despite Jaxith’s warning to keep quiet, she couldn’t miss the opportunity to get information from Jynx. The fox seemed to find it entertaining to talk when it was so dangerous, and thus more apt to answer her questions. But she did keep her voice a breathy whisper as she asked, “Okay, who’s Evan?”  
 
    “Ay-veen,” Jynx pronounced ‘Aoibheann’ slower. “Not Evan. That’s just silly.” 
 
    Alexis was about ready to elbow her in the ribs. “Who is she?” she hissed. “And why does she have wings?” 
 
    “Cause she’s a faery, stupid.” 
 
    “What? She’s not daoine sídhe?” 
 
    “Jeez, not everyone’s a daoine sídhe. Duh.” 
 
    While their conversation was going on, a much louder, formal proceeding was happening on the stage as the fae voiced concerns, petitions, or grievances. Alexis watched it for a moment, listening to a fae complain about a pixie infestation in one of the living quarters, before returning her focus to Jynx. “But Jaxith said that the monarchy—” 
 
    Jynx snickered, earning a glare from something with long teeth and four eyes. She sneered back, showing off her own sharp teeth, and the other fae turned away. “She’s not part of the monarchy.” 
 
    Alexis scowled in confusion, wishing Jynx would just answer a question fully for once instead of forcing Alexis to drag every scrap of information from her. “But then why is she up there?” 
 
    “It’s sort of an honorary thing. She’s basically the Queen’s first-and-foremost lackey, so she listens at Court Sessions so she can give advice and be ready for the Queen’s directions. She also happens to be a distant relative, on the non-daoine sídhe side of the family.” 
 
    “And Ormond?” 
 
    “Aoibheann’s grandson.” 
 
    “He doesn’t look like a faery.” 
 
    “Keep up, keep up. There’s so much mixed breeding, not everyone in the family is the same. Ormond is a vampire.” 
 
    Alexis stared at her for a few minutes, the noise continuing unabated around them, not sure what to make of this last pronouncement. “You’re kidding.” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “He’s a vampire.” 
 
    “No better word for it.” 
 
    Alexis took another few minutes to absorb this information before saying slowly, “He drinks blood.” 
 
    “Fae and human. But only for fun, not from necessity.” 
 
    “You need to keep quiet or they’re going to remove us,” Jaxith hissed.  
 
    Alexis tried to pay more attention to the proceedings as the heralds called different fae forward. She was still distracted by her conversation with Jynx, thinking over the implications of her statements and not paying attention to the conversation on the stage, so she was horrified when a sentry, previously standing unobtrusively off the dais, briskly walked up the stairs, pulled his sword out from the sheath at his waist, and sliced it cleanly through the neck of the fae kneeling before the Queen. 
 
    Alexis would have screamed if Jaxith hadn’t been prepared for her reaction and covered her mouth firmly with one hand before the sentry’s swing had completed its arc. She still made muffled, distressed sounds until she realized that some of the fae around them had turned to look at her, and not all their interest was benign. 
 
    She let his hand remain over her mouth as she took a few calming breaths in and out through her nose before she touched his hand gently to let him know he could release her, which he did without argument. For a moment, she pretended to remain calm and placid, then she very carefully leaned in close to him to hiss, “What the hell was that about?” 
 
    “Pay attention,” he hissed back. 
 
    She glared at him, waiting for his actual answer. 
 
    He ran his hand through his hair, his ears twitching with slight agitation, and propped his elbow on his knee. “These aren’t just presentations. That was sort of a trial.” 
 
     She waited for a better explanation.  
 
    “He broke a law, he paid the price.” 
 
    She blanched and for the first time thought about all the warnings. “I’m going to die here,” she murmured, not necessarily meaning to say it out loud. 
 
    “It’s my job to prevent that,” Jaxith reminded her. 
 
    “But at the rate she’s going, no one will blame us if we can’t,” Jynx chirped. 
 
    Jaxith seemed to receive some sort of signal from the herald, because instead of replying to his sister, he pulled the paper he’d received upon entering out of his front pocket and stood, motioning for Alexis to do the same and follow him. Her mouth was suddenly dry, and her heart pounded the same way it did whenever she needed to give a speech in class. She wiped her hands on her pants, glad that the dark fabric wouldn’t show the sweat stains. 
 
    When they reached the stage, the herald asked, “You bring this human to our Court, Shifter?” 
 
    “I do,” Jaxith replied with appropriate solemnity. 
 
    “And what is the purpose of your visit?” he asked, turning to face Alexis. 
 
    She opened her mouth to answer, but someone interrupted her. “Yes, I’ve been very interested in hearing about this.” Alexis had to force herself to close her mouth as she nervously turned to face the speaker. The Queen was watching her intently with the same black eyes as her son’s. “Keep in mind, human, that lies will not be looked upon kindly.” 
 
    Alexis swallowed her unspoken words and blurted, “I’m looking for my friend. Her name is Molly and she disappeared a few weeks ago. I thought,” she paused, losing momentum, “I thought maybe she’d be here.” 
 
    The Queen’s gaze never moved from Alexis’ face, her eyes unblinking. “I will answer your question, human, if you would answer one of mine.” 
 
    Alexis licked her lips nervously. She hadn’t technically asked a question; she’d tried so hard to stay away from phrasing an implied a question, but thought that maybe her nervous tone had been mistaken for inquisitive instead. She didn’t want to contradict the Queen though, and thought that it was probably the best opportunity she’d get for information gathering. Though she saw Jaxith shaking his head off to the side, she ignored him. “All right,” she agreed, breaking one of her rules again. “What would you like to know?” 
 
    “When exactly did you meet my son?” 
 
    The room seemed eerily quiet, as if everyone wanted to be sure they heard her answer. Alexis glanced at Keir, unsure what to say. He was watching her now, his face closed off, giving no hint to his feelings or thoughts. Since the Queen had already told her not to lie, she told her simply, “On Midsummer.” 
 
    The Queen raised an eyebrow and glanced at her son. “You didn’t mention this,” she murmured, only loud enough for the people on the dais to hear. 
 
    Alexis wondered if she’d gotten him in trouble. Maybe he’d snuck out to the Mortal Realm to have fun with his friends—she’d never thought of that before, it seemed too normal for a fae Prince, even one who looked barely older than her. But he’d said that the other fae weren’t his friends, which confused her more. The best she could figure was that he had joined a group of fae so that he wouldn’t be alone while celebrating. He didn’t reply and his mother didn’t push him further. 
 
    The Queen turned her black stare back on Alexis. “Very well. As my son has taken an interest in you, I welcome you to my Court. However, I do not know of a human named Molly among my people. You will be allowed to look for her, and if you find her, you will be allowed to leave with her.” 
 
    Alexis started to smile, amazed that the Queen was being so helpful, until she realized what she’d really said. “Wait, what?” She hoped that she’d misunderstood—that the Queen hadn’t just told her that she’d only be leaving if she found Molly. 
 
    The Queen’s smile somehow managed to be more terrifying than any of the other fae, though like Keir, her teeth were all dull in comparison. “I think five days will be long enough to investigate.” 
 
    Alexis still wanted to know what happened if she wasn’t successful, but Jaxith was already pulling her off the dais. Instead of returning to the crowd, he ushered her out the door. Jynx met them outside, for once not laughing. 
 
    “You know, I don’t think I’ve ever met a human who managed to get themselves into trouble quite as often as you,” she said, looking impressed. 
 
    “What did she mean?” Alexis demanded. “What happens if I don’t find Molly?” 
 
    Jaxith’s grave expression didn’t make her feel better. She wondered if he was going to lecture her, tell her it was her own fault that she’d gotten into this situation, but instead he just quietly explained, “If you don’t find Molly, you are expected to stay with the Court to … accompany the Prince.” 
 
    She blushed and scowled at the same time. She had a feeling she knew exactly what he was implying when he said ‘accompany’. “Right, well, best get to work then. I’m gonna go change.” She liked the clothes the wardrobe had provided, but she suddenly wanted to be as connected to the Mortal Realm as possible, and to do that she’d need her plain old T-shirt and jeans.  
 
    “One of you needs to come get me in a half hour so we can get started. I’ve got her permission now, so this isn’t going to be all sneaky and covert anymore. I’m going to find Molly, and we’re both going home.” She turned on her heel and stomped down the hallway, not waiting for Jaxith or Jynx to guide the way.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven: The Mysterious Prince 
 
      
 
    Alexis was too stubborn to admit that she was lost. She reasoned with herself that all the hedges looked alike anyway, so it was still possible that she was going the correct way, even if she had changed directions six times. But her stubborn forward motion stalled when she reached her fourth dead-end. A stone bench waited conveniently at the end of the passageway, and she took a moment to sit down and think about the multiple routes she’d tried. The worst part was that she wasn’t sure whether she’d been here before or not. All the dead ends she’d come across so far looked the same, with the exact same stone bench awaiting the lost and weary. She knew that they couldn’t all be the same dead end. Or, she thought she knew. 
 
    She sighed and leaned her head back, rubbing her neck and looking up—she wasn’t sure if she was looking at the sky or a ceiling far ahead, but all she saw was black. She had the feeling that it wasn’t night looming down on her—night had always seemed deep blue instead of black. She decided that it must be some ceiling, perhaps protecting the Court from the weather—not that she was sure there was weather in the Faery Realm—or maybe from intruders, though she couldn’t imagine anyone being able to climb the towering rosebushes. 
 
    “Do you see anything interesting?” 
 
    She jumped and jerked away from the new arrival, the rosebush behind her poking her in the back uncomfortably in protest. When she saw it was Keir, the mysterious fae Prince himself, she wasn’t sure if she should relax or escape through the foliage. Her first reaction was pleasure at his appearance, but then she remembered Jaxith’s warnings and apprehension, and the fact that Keir had not only failed to introduce himself, but failed to explain his station or his interest in her. She narrowed her eyes at him and asked carefully, “What do you want?” 
 
    “You seemed lost.” He glanced around and added, “And your friends are not in sight.” 
 
    “And that’s your business how?” 
 
    He seemed surprised by her sudden cold tone and replied carefully, “There are far worse things that could come across you in your distraction, and you should be glad that it is only me.” 
 
    “Oh, only you,” she replied drily. “Yeah, I’m so glad to see the one fae that’s been stalking me since before I even got here.” 
 
    He frowned. “I was not stalking you.” 
 
    “Seriously?” She raised an eyebrow at him. “So, you just happened to keep coming across me? On the street, at the ball, now?”  
 
    His frown deepened, but he didn’t argue. She looked up at him with a smug grin, satisfied that she’d won the argument. Watching her, he crossed his arms over his chest, drawing her attention to the tattoos shifting restlessly on his skin, dipping in and out of view behind his black, open necked shirt. “You said you were not afraid of me. Has that changed already?” 
 
    She snorted, but her smug grin softened into a quirked smile. “I’m not afraid, but I can still be irritated. Especially after your mother’s pronouncement. That was something you probably should have told me before.” 
 
    She gave him a moment to argue his defense, but when he remained silent, she rolled her eyes and said drily, “Right, why would you tell me, it’s not like it was important.” She pushed off the bench and dusted off her borrowed pants. “Well, I’ll just return to my rooms then.” She walked briskly past him and followed the corridor, ignoring the echo of his footsteps behind her. When she came to the first fork in the hedgerows, she didn’t hesitate as she turned right. 
 
    “Left,” he murmured behind her.  
 
    She glared over her shoulder at him, but she wasn’t so stubborn that she would purposefully ignore his directions. At the second turn, she was about to turn left again when he reached out and grabbed her elbow, halting her and pulling her a step back. She turned to berate him—he could have just told her she was going to wrong way again—when something barreled down the path. If she’d continued forward, it would have run right over her. It paused and unfolded itself—it looked like some mix between an armadillo with its thick armored shell and a crocodile with its long, scaled snout. It snapped once in Alexis’ direction, then rolled itself back into its ball and pushed on recklessly down the hallway. 
 
    “What was that?” she asked, staring after it with some apprehension. 
 
    “Nothing that you want to meet alone.” He loosened his grip but kept his hold on her arm. “May I escort you back to your room?” 
 
    The fact that he asked for permission made her pause. She wondered, would he actually leave her to her own devices if she said no? Or would he just keep following her and the only thing he was asking for was to walk beside her instead of behind her? After a moment, she sighed and muttered, “Oh, fine, whatever.” She straightened and gestured with her free hand, “Lead on, then.” 
 
    He turned his face away from her, but not soon enough to hide his triumphant smile. She rolled her eyes and shifted their grips so that instead of him holding onto her arm, she was holding onto his. 
 
    As they walked, she noticed the way the other fae reacted. Before, when she was accompanied by Jaxith, they stared with open—and often hostile—curiosity, but now, wherever she looked, they bowed their heads and stepped out of her way. She glanced up at Keir, knowing it was all his influence. “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    He glanced down at her and replied, “I have a feeling you would whether I gave you permission or not.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I want to know if you’ll answer it before I bother asking.” 
 
    “But I cannot tell you that until I know what your question is.” 
 
    She huffed, frustrated that he was talking her into circles. “Okay, fine. Why are you so interested in me? Why warn me, why tell me to leave the fae alone?” 
 
    “The girl at the campfire,” he paused and looked at her inquiringly.  
 
    “Becky,” she supplied. 
 
    “When Becky mentioned your missing friend, I jumped to the conclusion fae had something to do with it.” 
 
    She blinked at him, surprised. “Why? Is it really that common?” 
 
    “Not these days, but I have some experience in the matter, and I find that coincidences do not happen as often as we imagine.” 
 
    “What kind of experience?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    She pursed her lips as she considered his question. Would it matter if his experience was on the kidnapping end of the spectrum if it meant he was helping her? She hated the thought of it, but in the end decided that Molly was more important than what he may or may not have done in the past. “I guess not. But you realize that if you hadn’t told me to leave it alone, I probably wouldn’t be here?” 
 
    His brow creased. “Yes, but unfortunately, the realization came a bit too late.”  
 
    She waited to see if he would expand on his explanation, but instead he started walking again. “I would tell you to leave and never look back,” he began. She scowled at him, opening her mouth to protest, but he glanced down at her and his hard, serious expression prevented her interruption. She closed her mouth and glared at him, but waited for him to continue. “Unfortunately, my mother has made it quite obvious that this is not an option anymore.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    He frowned and again didn’t answer her question. This time, she had a feeling he wasn’t going to. They reached the copper gate and she expected him to leave her there, but he stepped forward with her—the gate opened to admit him without hesitation, and they walked on. She wanted to ask another question before they reached her door, but he waylaid her. 
 
    “I have answered all of the questions I am willing to for today. I think it is time you offered something in return.” 
 
    She didn’t point out that he didn’t answer all of them, but instead asked with a shrug, “What, you want to ask me some questions? Go ahead.” They reached her door and she set her hand on the knob, encouraging him to talk quickly before she shut him out.  
 
    His lips quirked in an amused smile. “I do not think that would be a fair trade. You are eager to answer any questions, you reply almost without thought. No, I was thinking about something a little more valuable.” 
 
    He reached forward and just barely brushed the tips of his fingers across her lips. She looked up into those strange, matte eyes. It was like he could see everywhere at once, but no one could see into him. They stayed like that for one minute, two …. 
 
    “Are you going to kiss me or just stare at me?” 
 
    “I wonder,” he began, caught somewhere between a scowl and a smile, “If I frustrate you as much as you frustrate me.” 
 
    She grinned, the only response she had time for before he cupped her face, urging her forward so that he could press his mouth to hers. It wasn’t what she had expected; she’d thought it might be smooth, well-played, with perfect execution. But he bumped into her mouth a little too hard and for a moment they stared at each other with an awkwardness that didn’t suit the situation. Finally, she closed her eyes, put her hand behind his neck, and slipped her tongue out to explore. 
 
    He leaned her against the wooden door, which hadn’t been closed properly so it opened and they stumbled back a few steps from the unexpected lack of support. Catching her, he pulled her tighter against him and dipped his tongue deeply into her mouth, clumsily and a bit savagely. Startled, she opened her eyes again and clutched his neck with one hand and his shoulder with the other. She was short of breath when they finally pulled their mouths apart. 
 
    Alexis deliberately took a step back from him, wiping saliva off her red, swollen lips. “Well,” she began, but had nowhere to take the sentence. 
 
    “Trouble that should be avoided,” he muttered, his tone clipped and stern. He bowed, said a very polite and proper goodbye, turned on his heel and closed the door behind him, as if to make sure she stayed in the bedroom. 
 
    She bristled at the abrupt dismissal and said to the air, “You were the one that asked for it.” Angry and not willing to sit and sulk in her room, she tried to open the door, but the doorknob wouldn’t move under her hand. It was more as if it was immobilized than as if it was locked. She screamed in frustration, kicking and shoving at the door to force it open. It took her several minutes of venting her anger before she finally grunted and slid down the wood, giving up. Keir had locked her in and she wasn’t sure when Jaxith or Jynx would come for her, or if they’d even be able to let her out. She turned her head and looked morosely about the room, wondering what she would do until then. She hadn’t even thought to bring a book with her. How could she forget a book? Then again, she didn’t have any room in her bag for such luxuries anyway. 
 
    She pushed herself off the floor and trudged over to her bag. She might as well eat something while she waited, as unappetizing as that sounded. She chewed a vitamin, finished off her water, and ate a meal and a protein bar before she finally fell asleep, swinging gently in the hammock.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve: One Mystery Solved 
 
      
 
    Alexis woke up several times during the day and night, spent a quarter of an hour pacing as she waited for someone to come get her, and then went back to sleep when no one did. She’d told Jaxith to come for her so that they could investigate together, but he had either forgotten—which she’d thought unlikely—or he’d purposefully ignored her and told Jynx to do the same. There was a third option—Keir might have informed Jaxith and Jynx, who were part of his Court and technically under his command, to leave her locked in. Just the thought of it made her angry again. In the morning, once she’d decided to stop napping and sulking, she took a bath. She always did her best thinking while bathing. 
 
    Since she didn’t see any towels near the bath, she opened the wardrobe and was pleased to see that a set of white, fluffy generic hotel towels was waiting inside. She wondered if their appearance was left over from the room’s original façade. There was a new dress waiting for her in the wardrobe, but since it was pink she had no intention of wearing it. She closed the doors again and set the towels next to the edge of the pool. She disrobed, setting her own dirty undergarments in one pile and the dirty borrowed clothes in another. 
 
    The pool wasn’t like a natural pond—there were no bugs, silt, or plants. The water was clear and the stones lining the sides and bottom were colorful and smooth. When she touched her toe to the water tentatively, she discovered that finally something was going well—the water was the perfect temperature for a nice long soak. 
 
    She didn’t find any shampoo or soap, so she decided not to wash her hair for now. She wasn’t sure what effect the water would have on it, but back home, if her hair was soaked without a proper washing, it became a disaster zone of half-damp clumps and wild curls. She tied her hair up in a loose bun and rested her head against the ledge. It wasn’t quite as relaxing as a bath at home—she was still too worried about Molly and wary of everything about the Faery Realm—but it did help release some of the tension her muscles had hoarded over the past few days. Now that she knew someone wasn’t coming to get her, she regretted not taking a bath last night. It would have passed the time and taken her mind off her frustration, at least for a little while.  
 
    Once she was done bathing, she grabbed one of the towels and stepped out of the pool, wrapping the material around herself. She used the other towel to vigorously dry off her arms and legs and was pleased with how soft her skin felt. Next time she took a bath she’d try washing her hair, see what happened. Maybe the water was treated somehow to clean without soap. 
 
    After drying, she turned to her piles of clothes. To her surprise, the borrowed clothes had disappeared and all that remained was her own underwear. She wondered if the enchantment made the clothes disappear completely after she discarded them or if they’d returned to the wardrobe. 
 
     Opening the wardrobe doors, she was disgruntled to find the same pink dress hanging exactly where she left it. She’d thought that, having rejected it, the wardrobe would have found something better, but it apparently hadn’t gotten the message. She glanced at the bottom and was pleased to find that the wardrobe had at least supplied a fresh bra and panty set of clean white cotton, along with a pair of low-heeled white sandals. She took these items from the bottom and carefully set them outside of the wardrobe so that she could try again. After closing the wardrobe doors, she waited a moment, and then opened them again. Waiting for her inside was that same pink dress. She frowned at it and pulled it off the hanger. 
 
    It was a lovely dress, she had to admit, even if it was pink. The skirt was just long enough to brush the wearer’s knees and there was an overskirt made of some extremely thin, silver material that was designed to resemble spider webs. It had a sweetheart neckline, an empire waistline, and an A-skirt, just the type of dress to complement Alexis’ figure most. Still, it was pink—she never wore pink. There was a single picture of her in a pink dress as a three-year-old, and she was crying. And she wasn’t about to wear pink now just because her enchanted wardrobe was being stubborn. She put the dress back and instead changed into her last spare T-shirt, found at the very bottom of her bag, and her least dirty pair of jeans.  
 
    Now all she had to do was find a way out of her room. She approached the door and tried the knob again, but it refused to budge, just as it had the day before. She put her hands on her hips and looked around the room. Since she’d had the spider fae change the décor, the walls had changed back to the expected rosebushes. She narrowed her eyes at them—they moved all the time in the hall, so maybe she could convince them to open a new doorway for her. She grinned and turned her attention to the hedge closest to the door. “Hey, umm, roses. Do you think I could go through?” A loud bang behind her startled her and she jerked around, looking around the room frantically. It took her a moment to realize that that the wardrobe door stood open, the dress waiting expectantly inside. 
 
    “I’m not putting that on,” she told it. 
 
    It didn’t reply, but the doors didn’t close either.  
 
    She glared at it. “I’m a redhead. Redheads don’t wear pink.” As she spoke, she started laughing. She was arguing with a closet. Shaking her head, she turned away from it and looked back at the wall. The wardrobe banged again behind her, but she managed to stubbornly ignore it until the banging was so loud that she finally turned and snapped at it, “Stop that!” 
 
    The doors stilled, waiting patiently. 
 
    She stomped over to it and snatched the dress out of the wardrobe. “If I put on the dress, will I be able to leave the room?”  
 
    The wardrobe doors closed. 
 
    “Great, I’m arguing with furniture and I lost.” She quickly changed into the offending dress and her scowl only became more prominent when she felt how incredibly soft the material was and how perfectly it fit her. She waited to see if anything magical would happen, but so far it appeared to be an ordinary dress. Perhaps only ball gowns had an extra magical flare. She stared in the mirror, her expression mutinous and her stance defensive. Her hair was still pulled up in her loose bun, held away from her face and not touching the offensive color—in the better lighting it looked more nude than pink, but it was pink enough for her to stubbornly dislike it. She glared at the wardrobe one more time as she slipped on the sandals and muttered under her breath “This had better work” before she returned to her door. She tried the doorknob again and was genuinely surprised to feel it turning with her hand. She sighed with relief but gave the wardrobe one last sour look before leaving.  
 
    Closing the door carefully, she stepped out into the hallway and cautiously looked around. So far, she was alone. She was mad at Jaxith, Jynx, and Keir for leaving her to stew for so long and decided it was about time she started her own investigation. Purposefully not thinking about how dangerous it might be for her to wander the Dark Court alone, she left the guest quarters and strode down the first pathway she found, her head swiveling back and forth as she considered every shadow, her eyes catching and analyzing every movement. She wasn’t sure what she was looking for, so she decided she wouldn’t miss anything. 
 
    At first, as Alexis roamed the halls, she didn’t notice a difference in the way the other fae reacted to her. Before, as she had walked down the halls with Jaxith, they sneered at her. Then as she walked them with Keir, they had stepped out of her way. Now they watched her warily and a few scrambled to bow as she strode past them. In her effort to miss nothing related to Molly, she was missing quite a bit related to herself. She might have continued stomping down the hall, unaware, if she hadn’t almost stepped on a small, furry creature with large tusks and fangs. It snarled something at her, snapping its jaws, and then looked up and stared at her in shock. Before she could say anything—she wasn’t sure if apologizing was in the same category as thanking—it bowed and murmured in an unfamiliar language, then scurried away from her. The other fae paused, as if waiting for her to start shouting. Her brow furrowed as she looked around, and finally noticed the downcast eyes and the tense stances. But she didn’t really care why their attitude had changed, so she moved on without asking questions. It was probably a good thing anyway—at least if they were afraid of her, they wouldn’t get in the way of her investigation.  
 
    Just as Alexis turned the corner, she thought she heard a familiar laugh—half-way between a ha-ha laugh and a giggling fit, filled with such genuine amusement that whoever heard it had to smile. Her breath caught in her throat as she listened to it. Before she could question what would make Molly laugh in a place like this, Alexis broke into a run, trying to catch up with the laughter, crying “Molly!” She rounded another corner just in time to see a girl with familiar long, glistening bronze hair against a pink-clad back disappear around another bend in the path. “Molly!” she called again—why wouldn’t she stop, turn around? Speeding up, Alexis rounded the next corner so quickly that she collided with someone. 
 
    Jynx snarled and bared her teeth at Alexis until she seemed to realize who had just barreled into her. She laughed and threw her arm around Alexis, restraining her when Alexis would have pushed past her. “Lexi-girl! I’ve been looking all over for you!” 
 
    “You’re in my way, I’m trying to,” she began, shoving Jynx away from her. 
 
    Jynx’s dark eyes widened in bewilderment and she reached out, gripping Alexis’ arm before she could escape. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Didn’t you see her?” Alexis demanded, looking around frantically. The hallway in front of her was straight for as far as she could see, and there was no sign of Molly. “She was just here,” she insisted. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Molly!” Alexis exclaimed, her eyes filling with tears. “She was just here, I … I saw her.” 
 
    Jynx’s nose twitched as she sniffed the air. Her eyes narrowed as she looked around, then she reached out one brown, furry hand and touched the hedge. The leaves parted where she touched them, revealing a glimpse of a metal, frame-worked door. “Someone was here,” she agreed. 
 
    “It’s Molly!” Alexis leaned forward, ready to tear apart the leaves. She was so close to finding Molly—so close to bringing them both home. 
 
    Jynx grabbed her hand before it reached the hedge. “Alexis, I don’t think it was Molly.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Of course it was! Who else would it be?” 
 
    Jynx lifted her head, sniffing the air. “Is Molly part fae?” 
 
    “What?” Alexis stared at her in shock. 
 
    “Whatever it is that went through that door wasn’t human, and it probably wasn’t friendly. If you’re lucky, it was just a stray will-o-wisp trying to have some fun.” She turned to Alexis, about to continue, when her eyes opened in shock, a look that Alexis hadn’t seen on her furry face before. “Shit.” 
 
    “What?” Alexis demanded, looking around in panic. 
 
    Since she didn’t need to hold her back anymore, Jynx dropped Alexis’ hand. “Have you been with the Prince?” 
 
    She blushed and rubbed at her lips self-consciously. She knew after a full night’s rest there was no evidence of their kiss, but the way Jynx was looking at her still made her feel as if her lips were swollen. “Maybe for a minute. Nothing happened,” she mumbled, glad that she could lie. 
 
    But Jynx didn’t appear to believe her. Her dark eyes were huge as she demanded, “What do you mean nothing happened? You’re so blatantly marked now!”  
 
    “What do you mean marked?” she asked, frowning. “Wait, what do you mean ‘now’?” 
 
    And suddenly Jynx’s expression turned from shocked to suspiciously innocent. “Ooo, I don’t think I should tell you,” she replied demurely. “He’d be ohh sooo mad at me if I ruined his perfect little secret.” She tapped her lips. “Decisions, decisions.” 
 
    “Fine, don’t tell me,” she turned away and before she’d gone two steps, Jynx grabbed her hand and tugged her back. 
 
    “Okay, I won’t. I’ll just show you what I can see.” She brushed a clawed finger over Alexis’ lips, as if wiping something away. Her lips tingled and itched, the sensation Alexis was starting to associate with magic. Jynx inspected her work, tilting Alexis’ head up, then nodded in approval as she released her. She turned to face the rosebush walls and touched one section with a flat palm, then swept her hand in a quick circle. As her hand moved, the leaves flattened, becoming smoother and shinier, and by the time she’d lifted her hand away that section had turned into a clear mirror with a slightly green sheen. 
 
    Alexis looked in the mirror and her mouth dropped, and with it the tiny black marks that were on her bottom lip. It was a symbol: a backwards S with two dots, one on top, the other below; two lines didn’t quite connect with the S—one extended from the top curve and the other almost touched the bottom tail. After examining the mark for a moment, she decided that it most resembled a wonky K, and her disbelief turned to anger as she finally understood what Jynx meant. 
 
    “He marked me!” she exclaimed, outraged. “He—this—will it come off?” she asked desperately, scrubbing at her lips. No change. She bit at her bottom lip and worked it between her teeth, not the idle chewing of worrying but a determined gnawing. 
 
    “Okay, stop that,” Jynx scolded and swatted Alexis on the nose like a naughty dog. “You aren’t going to be able to get it off. You’ll just have to ask him to remove it.” She grinned, her eyes still full of mischief—Alexis could tell that Jynx was loving her distress and relishing her confrontation with the Prince. Then, as if to add more fuel to the fire, she said casually, “And maybe you can even talk him into doing something about the one on your wrist as well.” 
 
    Alexis released her breath through her teeth in an angry hiss and lifted her wrist to her eye level, examining the pale skin and freckles, but she couldn’t see what Jynx was talking about. Then she closed her eyes and thought of all the times someone had seen something about her and changed their attitude. She remembered Jynx’s reaction that first day when they’d met in the woods—she’d grabbed her wrist and insisted on helping her, but Jaxith had reacted so differently—he’d suddenly wanted to leave her alone. She thought too of Sirius’ disappointment once he’d seen her wrist and how he’d asked if Jaxith had claimed her. At the time, she hadn’t realized it was her wrist they were all focusing on, but with hindsight it seemed so obvious. She lowered her hands from her face and traced her finger idly over her wrist, another memory coming to the surface—he’d marked her right when he’d met her, on Midsummer night. 
 
    “What a jerk,” she muttered. She turned on her heel and stomped off, determined to find him and tell him just how she felt about his high-handed maneuvering. Jynx followed, snickering, obviously relishing the confrontation to come. 
 
    Alexis stopped after a few short strides and Jynx pouted, but she hadn’t given up, she’d just changed tactic. Conceding to a wardrobe’s demands had gotten her out of her locked room, so maybe she just needed to ask for more help. She leaned over to the hedge and whispered, “Can you take me to Keir?” A vine snaked out and bobbed and swayed as it reached out to her. The vine brushed her lip just barely, but instead of cutting her, it just tapped her, as if to confirm. Then the vine was racing down the hedge and Alexis and Jynx were running to keep up. 
 
    They followed the turns of the maze until the vine stopped at a large door, twice as tall as Alexis. Once again, a rose bloomed from the bush, but this one was a pale pink and the vine seemed to think its job was done. She nodded her appreciation and then grabbed the door handle and jerked the large wooden door open, grunting with the effort. She could only open it partway on her own, and she quickly turned around to shut it in Jynx’s face before the nosy shapeshifter could follow her in. She panted with the effort and leaned against the door as her eyes scanned the room. Through the door came the muffled sounds of Jynx whining and complaining that Alexis was ruining all her fun. After a moment, she spotted him halfway across the room, his head bent in serious conversation with another fae. 
 
    “You!” she called, the sight of him refueling her anger. She stomped across the room, her hands clenching and unclenching into fists at her sides. 
 
    His head raised as he looked at her in surprise, then his eyes lowered to her lips and his jaw clenched at what he saw. 
 
    When she finally reached him, she pointed at her lips and demanded, “Remove it.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She stared at him, her turn to be shocked. She sputtered, trying to think of a rational argument, but in the end, all she managed was, “Yes!” 
 
    Keir waved a hand, dismissing the hovering fae, who’d been watching Alexis with obvious disapproval. She only barely resisted the urge to stick her tongue out at him. With Keir’s silent order, he bowed and left the room. “No,” Keir told her again, this time softer. “It is for your own good.” 
 
    “My own good! Listen,” she said, stepping in closer in an unconscious attempt at intimidation. “I am not yours. You can’t just tattoo your name all over me. Remove it, or I’ll find someone else who can.” 
 
    “First,” he began calmly, “There is no one else who can. The mark is mine, you are mine; the mark and you are tied to me. That is why it is for your protection. No one should harm you as long as they can see that.” 
 
    She groaned. “You put it on my lips because you were worried people couldn’t see it on my wrist.” 
 
    His eye twitched, the only sign of his irritation that she knew about his first mark as well. “Second, if you somehow managed to remove it, I would simply apply it again.” 
 
    She glared at him. “And what makes you think I’d let you?” 
 
    He snaked his arm around her waist and had her pulled against his chest before she’d finished asking the question. “Would you not?” he asked, the words physically brushing against her lips.  
 
    “Don’t go all playboy on me; you were fumbly and,” she began, but he pressed his lips against hers again. Slower this time, softer. His tongue sneaked out and brushed her lips, asking a question, and she answered him readily. Her eyes closed; she leaned heavier against him. His free hand brushed up her side, so lightly that she squirmed and gasped, which opened her mouth to allow him access. Everywhere he touched, the dress grew a deeper red, spreading like ink in water over the material. Some places remained a soft nude-pink while her hips, where his hands rested longest, were almost purple. After a long moment, he pulled away and she stared up into his face, her expression dazed and unfocused. 
 
    “Awkward,” she finished with a soft exhale. She held onto that word just to prove that he didn’t make her lose her thoughts—even if it did take her a few minutes to gather her wits after he’d finished kissing her. 
 
    He ignored her accusation. “I will not remove it; not while you are here, not while you are so determined to put yourself in danger.” 
 
    She looked up at him, her lips pursed, hiding the mark. “What about when I’m gone? Or will you just let me go around with a lip-tattoo the rest of my life?” 
 
    His lips quirked in a thoughtful smile. “I had considered it.” 
 
    She realized he still held her close, her hands resting relaxed on his chest, and she yanked away from him. “Jerk,” she muttered. She smoothed out her skirt and for a moment was distracted by its new tie-dye appearance. She frowned at the shapes, thinking that they looked like—she blushed and stopped the thought there. Thinking about the shape of the colors made her imagine she could still feel his warm, strong hands there. 
 
    “Your Highness?” They both looked to the voice and saw that the fae he’d been discussing business with had returned. “Are you finished with your human yet?” 
 
    Alexis glared at him, but he just looked at her with contempt. Unlike the others, he wasn’t afraid of her, likely because he wasn’t afraid of retaliation from the Prince. She turned her glare on Keir. “The minute I step off fae soil, I want it gone. Understand?” 
 
    He didn’t answer her, instead turning back to the other fae. She left in a huff, tears forming but not falling.  
 
    Jynx didn’t even pretend that she hadn’t been listening at the door, but when she started to tease Alexis, her mouth paused, half opened, and she stared in shock. She was silent for a full ten seconds before she burst out laughing. She bent over at the hilarity of it all, supporting herself with one hand on her knee as she clutched her stomach and wheezed.  
 
    “What is the matter with you?” Alexis demanded, completely bewildered. 
 
    It took her a moment, but Jynx finally stopped laughing long enough to announce. “You are just too much!” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Alexis demanded. She wiped her lips again, hoping that all Jynx was laughing about was the evidence of the kiss. 
 
     She finally straightened and wiped tears from her eyes as she crowed, “I mean, that was just so counterproductive! And he didn’t even try to hide it this time.” Without further ado, she smoothed her hand over the hedge, creating another mirror among the roses, and Alexis stared at her own mouth in shock. On each side of the old mark there were two fresh, glossy black letters: K-E on the right and I-R on the left. She could read his name perfectly in the mirror and she gaped at it. He’d tagged her, like a child writing his name on his lunchbox. And the more she stared at it, the more she realized in horror that he’d taken her accusation as a challenge. Hadn’t she told him that he couldn’t tattoo his name on her? She’d been speaking figuratively, but he’d taken her at her word and proved her wrong. There it was, his name tattooed on her just like she’d accused. And the worst part was, she couldn’t remove it and she couldn’t hide it. It was there for all the world to see, letting everyone know exactly who she belonged to.  
 
    “Tut-tut, you really know how to charm ‘em. What’s your secret?” Jynx picked up a red curl and scrutinized it. “It’s the hair, right?” 
 
    “Glad you see my many charms,” Alexis murmured, still staring in stunned and distraught silence. She considered storming back into the room for a moment and punching him—she certainly would have if she’d known how to punch properly—but in the end it wasn’t worth it. Who knew what he’d try next? “Let’s just go.” She’d meant “let’s just go look for Molly” but she didn’t pay attention as they walked, and within a few minutes they found themselves back at the guest quarters. Jaxith waited for them by the gate, pacing back and forth. At the echo of their footsteps, his head jerked up, his ears lying flat and his tail tight against his legs. 
 
    “Ooo, what have you done to look so guilty?” Jynx asked, smirking. “This has got to be good. I want to hear all about it!” 
 
    Jaxith ignored Jynx’s accusation, his yellow eyes focused on Alexis’ mouth. “Is there something you’d like to tell me?” 
 
    “No,” she replied petulantly. She honestly just wanted to forget all about it, not that she’d be able to with the constant reminder. 
 
    “The Prince has decided to officially stake his claim,” Jynx announced, snickering. “And Lexi-girl just happened to be the last to know. But ooo, does she know now!”  
 
    “I can see that,” he replied slowly. 
 
    “So can everyone else,” Alexis grumbled. 
 
    “Let’s return to your room. I think we have much to discuss.” He opened the gate and gestured them to precede him. When they reached Alexis’ room, she climbed onto the hammock and lay back, glowering up at the ceiling. 
 
    “Stop that,” Jaxith scolded as he leaned against the wardrobe. Jynx sat cross-legged on the glass table, fiddling with the invitation Alexis had set there a few nights before. 
 
    Alexis hadn’t even realized she’d returned to scrubbing at her lips until he’d spoken. “I want it off,” she hissed, only pausing long enough to make her words clear before she started scrubbing even more vigorously. “That, that asshole. I still can’t believe he! ‘For my protection’,” she muttered mockingly. “He’ll have to worry about his own protection the next time I get ahold of him.” 
 
    “Stop,” Jaxith ordered again as he glided forward and touched the hand she’d been using to attack her mouth. She lowered her hand and looked up at him. “You won’t be able to wipe the mark away. You could tear at your skin until you reached bone, and it would still be there.” 
 
    “And you can’t do anything about it?” she whined. 
 
    “I’m afraid not. Even if I had control over that brand of magic, I wouldn’t be able to erase the Prince’s mark.” 
 
    “Because he’s daoine sídhe?” she guessed, trying to push herself into a sitting position. The hammock swayed under her and Jaxith had to hold it still so that she could get her legs under herself. Once she was settled he let it go and stepped away. 
 
    “That, and because Jynx and I owe him, and his mother, our allegiance. If his mother didn’t approve the union, she would be able to remove it.” 
 
    “But she does,” Alexis guessed. “And what’s up with that? Shouldn’t she, I don’t know, be the first one on the defensive against a relationship between her son and me?” 
 
    “She’ll have her reasons, and I must insist you don’t ask for them.” But his expression looked like he didn’t trust her to be able to keep her mouth shut. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I learned my lesson last time,” she grumbled. 
 
    “Maybe it has nothing to do with Keir, maybe she just wants you to stay,” Jynx chirped, scratching behind her right ear. Jaxith turned his back to them, pacing to the wardrobe, his shoulders stiff. 
 
    “Why would she want that?” Alexis asked, frowning. 
 
    “I don’t think the Queen is the one who’d want Alexis to stay,” Jaxith said quietly, turning to face them as he leaned against the wardrobe. 
 
    “So it is Keir.” Alexis frowned—that didn’t make sense either—he’d never wanted her to come here in the first place, and yesterday he’d been very clear that he’d prefer she leave. 
 
    Jynx watched her brother with narrowed eyes. “So it’s someone else then, someone who would be able to suggest it as a good idea to the Queen.” 
 
    “What?” Alexis looked between them. Jaxith’s face was blank and Jynx wasn’t smiling. “But I haven’t really met any of the other fae, not enough to leave an impact.” She paused and added, “Well, except for Midsummer.” She touched her wrist, thinking of the Prince’s actions—why had he marked her right when they’d met? Did it have something to do with his fear that she’d disregard his warning and go looking for Molly? He’d almost prevented her from making a deal with Jaxith—if it hadn’t been for Jynx badgering him, Alexis didn’t think he would have escorted her. Was it to keep her safe, like he’d claimed, or did he want to claim her for other reasons? She slumped and put her head in her hands, pushing the loose hair out of her face and grumbling about a headache. 
 
    “The ones you were dancing with,” Jaxith murmured, surprising Alexis. Her thoughts had spiraled so off topic that it took her a moment to remember where the spiral had begun.  
 
    “Not by choice,” she reminded him. “And you already said they didn’t have anything to do with Molly. Though I still don’t get why they were so interested in me at the ball. I was so sure it had to do something with Molly.” She sighed again, causing the hammock to sway and she grabbed the sides, afraid of being dumped on the floor. 
 
    “Perhaps we should look further into it,” Jaxith murmured. “They may still be hiding something. It’s better than the alternative.” 
 
    “The alternative?” she asked, raising both brows. 
 
    But he didn’t answer. He gestured to Jynx and she slid off the table. “Try not to get engaged while we’re gone,” she teased. 
 
    “Gone? Come on, I should be going with you,” she insisted as she started to climb out of the hammock while it swayed. 
 
    Jaxith held up a hand, gesturing for her to sit back down on the hammock, which she did reluctantly. “It would be best if you stay here. At least until we find out why you’re suddenly attracting so much interest.” 
 
    “But you’re supposed to take me to Molly.” She pursed her lips, hoping she sounded in charge instead of whiny. 
 
    “And I will, when I find her. For now, stay put.” And with that, he ushered Jynx through the door and closed it behind them. 
 
    Alexis snorted. “Yeah, like that’s gonna happen.” She decided to wait for a moment, just to make sure they were gone. She reached down and almost planted herself on the floor before she grabbed the hammock to steady herself. For a moment, she wondered if Jaxith could change it back into a bed. Huffing with frustration, she finally climbed out. Then she sat on the floor, pulled her bag closer to her, and pulled out a protein bar. She was sick of eating them, but she forced it down anyway. As she ate, she tried to come up with a new plan. She wasn’t going to allow Jaxith to shut her in, besides, with the Prince’s mark, she should be safe. She smirked—that probably wasn’t what he intended, but she planned on using it to her advantage if she could. 
 
    Decision made, she stood up, dusted off her skirt, and headed to the door. She hesitated, wondering if Jaxith had locked her in, but when she touched the doorknob it turned. She grinned triumphantly and pushed it open. Having ventured through the halls twice now without incident, she had an over-inflated sense of confidence that lengthened her stride, straightened her shoulders, and let her forget that she should still be careful of her surroundings.


 
   
  
 

 Part Three 
 
    The Rescue of Molly Connolly 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One: A-Maze-Ing 
 
      
 
    So far, Alexis had managed to wander through the halls, lost as could be, without ever encountering anything overtly unfriendly. The different reactions of the fae had ranged from intimidatingly licking their lips—as if she was a walking meal—to eyes cast down as they saw Keir’s mark. She wasn’t comfortable with either, but so far, she’d escaped without more than a hair out of place. Because of this, as she roamed the halls alone for the third time, she was filled with enough confidence that she decided to ignore the bizarre creatures around her and focus on Molly. Consequently, she did not notice when one of the fae peeled away from the shadows of a hedgerow and began following her. In fact, she didn’t discover his presence until she turned a corner, found a dead end, and turned back to find her newest unwanted companion—one of the boys from midsummer, the one with the silver-blue skin. 
 
    “Well, well, look what we have here,” he trilled, cocking his head.  
 
    “Get out of my way,” she demanded, stepping forward as if to walk past, but he put his arm up, placing his hand on the rosebushes to block her path. If she’d tried that she was sure the thorns would pierce her mercilessly, but he seemed to receive no such violent treatment. In fact, the thorns looked as if they shied away. 
 
    “Now, now, that wouldn’t be any fun.” He cocked his head in the other direction, his eyes flashing with the movement—like a cat’s in the dark—and sending a shiver up her spine. “Why don’t we spend a little time together?” 
 
    He reached for her and she instinctively jerked away. His smile turned predatory and he took a step toward her, then faked a lunge. Startled, she scrambled away. He threw back his head and laughed before looking back at her, grinning in condescending amusement. “Keep it up, I love a good chase.” 
 
    She believed him. Taking a deep breath, she tried to relax. Maybe if she could bore him, he’d leave her alone. She carefully made her face relax into a blank expression and stared at him. 
 
    “Well now, I don’t like that. I’d rather see you smile.” The edges of his smile became harder, vaguely threatening. He lunged for her again and she panicked and stepped back until the back of her knees hit the bench—the same infuriating bench that had awaited her at every dead-end—and she reflexively sat down. She looked up and the shadows on his face turned him positively menacing. 
 
    “Don’t touch me!” she shrieked, forgetting her resolve to stay calm. In her attempts to escape him, her back pressed against the rosebushes. Thorns pricked her in protest, poking her even through her dress, but she didn’t pull away.  
 
    “It’s such a shame the little prince got there first,” he whispered, his fingers hovering over her lips where Keir’s mark was the most evident. “I would have liked a proper taste of you.” 
 
    “I told you not to touch me,” she said more firmly. “Or I’ll … tell him, and he won’t be happy.” 
 
    “So scary,” he chanted, snickering. He leaned closer and whispered, “He’ll be tired of his new toy eventually. But I’m not sure I can wait that long.” 
 
    She reached up to shove him away, but he grabbed her wrist and used her own momentum to bring her to her feet.  
 
    “I’d rather play with you right now,” he said. “So why wait?” 
 
    She tried to pull away, but her efforts only exhausted her. When she finally gave in to the inevitable and admitted to herself that he was too strong for her to use force to get away, she once again forced herself to present a calm exterior. “I don’t want to play with you,” she told him, using a voice she imagined one might use on an unruly child. It took more strength of will than she realized to keep her composure, and the effort almost exhausted her.  
 
    “Stubborn one you are. What if I invited some more friends? There’s Tal and Dax,” he smiled slowly before adding, “and Molly.” 
 
    She blinked, not sure that she’d heard him correctly. “You said,” she began, “Or he said …” She couldn’t remember now who had said what, and was too stunned by his possible admission to care. 
 
    “Ah, never mind what I said then,” he whispered and pulled her closer, his smile only growing broader with the sound of her feet squeaking against the smooth pathway. “She’s waiting for you. All you have to do is come with me and you can be with her forever.” 
 
    She stared. “You’ll take me to her?” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Her heart pounded quickly, but she still had the presence of mind to sense a trap and asked, “What’s the catch?” 
 
    Though he continued to smile—as reassuring as that smile wasn’t—a little furrow formed in his metallic skin at her resistance. “Who said there was one?” 
 
    “But you ….” Was he really going to take her to Molly? He’d said it, so it must be true, but she didn’t trust his motives. “If I find her now, I get to go home,” she reminded him. 
 
    “I’m aware of your deal with the Queen.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes, and even though she was growing more suspicious, she found herself stepping toward him instead of away. “So why take me to her?” 
 
    He tugged her out of the dead-end. The corridor around them was vacant of any other fae. “Come along and see.” 
 
    She took three more voluntary steps with him before she shook her head. “No, I don’t trust you.” 
 
    “You’ll see your friend if you come with me,” he said coaxingly, tugging on her hand, but she stubbornly held her ground and found that this time she managed to keep her footing instead of sliding forward on the path. She looked at his hand holding her wrist and remembered that she didn’t want him touching her. She started to pull away, but he strengthened his hold and grabbed for her other wrist. She twisted and jerked quickly to the side, keeping her other hand out of his reach.  
 
    “I’m not going with you,” she stated, her voice stronger now. “If you want to help so much, you can bring Molly to me.” 
 
    “Now that won’t work. Quit being stubborn. Just come with me,” he demanded, lunging for her other wrist. She pulled away from him again, grabbing onto the hedge behind her and keeping her grip even when the thorns cut into her hand. He muttered something too low for her to hear, and released her hand for a moment, reaching for her waist. She had the sudden image of him throwing her over his shoulder and dragging her god-knew-where. As soon as he released her, her head felt clearer. Without further hesitation, she hollered—halfway between a yell for help and an angry battle cry—and kicked him hard; she’d been aiming for a particularly sensitive spot, but missed. 
 
    He swore and grabbed his knee, glaring, his wings fluttering so quickly she was surprised that he wasn’t airborne. She looked around for an escape route as he backed her into the dead-end, but he quickly blocked her in again. 
 
    “You’re coming with me, like it or not.” 
 
    “It’s definitely a ‘not’,” she replied, reaching up to her throat. Her fingers met the iron charm and she ripped off the necklace, breaking the clasps at the back, and held the leather thong out to him with purpose and challenge. 
 
    He stopped as soon as he saw it. “Now, that is a pretty trinket. That cer-tain-ly explains a lot,” he crooned, shaking his head. 
 
    “I’m sure it does,” she replied between heavy breaths even though she had no idea what he was talking about. She took a step toward him, holding the necklace, hoping it would ward him off. To her relief, he took a step back. 
 
    “You can’t run forever,” he said quietly. 
 
    “I don’t intend to. Th—glad to know where Molly is,” she said, catching herself before she sarcastically thanked him. “Or at least, who has her. I’ll find her on my own, and then we’ll be gone.” 
 
    He bared his teeth at her. “We’ll see.” Then he turned and made his way down the corridor. As he walked away, she wondered where the other one had been while he distracted her. Was he with Molly? He’d mentioned two names: Tal and Dax. Was the other faery one of them? And if so, which one? 
 
    She ran a hand through her hair and looked down at the charm still in her hand. She still didn’t know exactly what iron did to the fae, but it seemed to prove good protection anyway. 
 
    She heard footsteps and she looked up warily, expecting the other faery to return with reinforcements, but she was surprised to see Keir heading toward her. His face was determined and he was looking around him as if he was ready to commit some act of violence. 
 
    “Keir, what are you doing here?” she asked. 
 
    He stopped in front of her and gripped her shoulders, surprising her with his intensity. His eyes scanned her face, and she wondered what he was looking for. When she just stared back at him, bewildered, he relaxed slightly. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yeah. Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
    “I felt your distress.” 
 
    Her mouth dropped into a little ‘o’ of surprise as she stared at him for a moment, completely stunned. Her voice was quiet as she asked, “Wait, you can feel me?” And then the implications fully hit her and she accused, “Wait, you really do have me low-jacked!”  
 
    “Empathy is one of the benefits of the mark,” he admitted off-handedly. Before she could demand to know more, he asked, “What happened?” 
 
    She screwed up her lips in displeasure but decided her best course of action was to be direct and honest. “One of the guys from Midsummer assaulted me. He tried to get me to go with him again.” She sighed and shoved a hand through her hair. “He said he’d take me to Molly. Maybe I should have.” 
 
    “You most definitely should not have,” he said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “But,” she began, stopping when his hands tightened again. 
 
    “It is better that you did not.” 
 
    Alexis pursed her lips but shrugged, brushing off his grip with the motion. Keir let his hands drop away and took a step back, folding his arms behind him.  
 
    She looked around and asked quietly, “Walk me back?” 
 
    He nodded and they walked together through the halls for the second time. 
 
    “Who are they?” she asked after a long moment. 
 
    “They are brothers, members of the Court. I know little about them. I only accompanied them on Midsummer by chance. Their names are Lev and Tal, and they are part of my aunt’s entourage.” 
 
    “Your aunt?” 
 
    “My apologies, I mean Lady Aoibheann. She is not my mother’s sister, more a cousin, but I call her aunt.” 
 
    “I think it was Lev who cornered me. He mentioned something about Dax and Tal, so I can only assume it was Lev.” 
 
    “Dax.” The name was short, but he said it slowly, as if taking longer to say the single syllable would give him time to think of what to say next.  
 
    “I can only assume he was the other one at Midsummer.” 
 
    “I know who he is,” he explained. “Though I am even less familiar with him than I am the faeries. He is from the Unseelie Court, a friend of Ormond’s, as far as I understand it.” 
 
    “The vampire?” she asked, her brows rising in surprise. 
 
    His lips quirked. “If you would call him that.” 
 
    “Jynx said he’s just in town because his father died and he’s here for his grandmother.” 
 
    “Yes, Aoibheann lost her son a little more than a year ago. He was her only child, and she took it quite hard.” 
 
    Alexis nodded slowly. “I don’t really blame her; it’s difficult to lose someone you love.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” he agreed quietly. Then he turned to her with a fierce expression and stopped her. “This is too dangerous. You should leave your investigations to your shapeshifter friends. It would be better if you stayed where you are safe.” 
 
    She looked him carefully in the eyes to be sure he understood. “Look, to be honest, I’m willing to do what it takes to get Molly back. I know it’s dangerous, but I just can’t leave her here. And I know she’s here,” she gestured in a vague direction, “Lev said as much. I just need to find her.” 
 
    “Why?” he demanded, stepping forward to tower over her. 
 
    She stared up at him, stunned. “What?” 
 
    “Why is this so important to you?” She could see how frustrated he was. He reached out as if to grab her, but seemed to think better of his actions as he instead let his hands drop to his sides. 
 
    “Molly’s my best friend,” she replied, crossing her arms over her chest. “I have to do what I can for her.” 
 
    “But would she do the same for you?” Her lips parted at the unexpected question and when she didn’t reply right away, this time he did reach toward her and brushed her cheek with his fingertips. “Please be honest with me.” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head—she hadn’t really thought about it until now, but she knew it was the truth. “No, I don’t think she would do the same for me. Molly has tons of friends, she’s really popular. She wouldn’t need to.” 
 
    “You were making new friends,” he said quietly, coaxingly. “She is only one girl.” 
 
    “It’s not the same.” She sighed—she could act like the valiant savior, but she knew why she was so persistent when it came to saving Molly. “I just—I know if the situation was reversed and I was the one kidnapped by fae,” she paused and grinned—if the situation was different, would Keir have been the one to take her into the Faery Realm? Maybe that wouldn’t be so bad—she took a breath and continued, “If I had been the one kidnapped by fae, Molly would probably think the same thing as everyone else— that I ran away. I mean, that really is what everyone else thinks happened to Molly. She’d probably be upset for a long time, maybe she’d even be depressed and I don’t know, shut herself away. But eventually she’d get over it. I would just be that childhood friend that disappeared. And I’m okay with that. What I’m doing is,” she stopped, trying to think of the right words, pretending that her eyes weren’t tearing up. Taking a deep breath—it only hitched slightly—she continued, “It’s insane! Who does this, right? But I have to do it for me. This isn’t just about getting Molly back home; this is about me trying my hardest to get my best friend back. I am being totally selfish,” her breath caught, but she managed to continue, “I could find Molly cuddled up with a lover here and I’d still try to bring her home. It’s about me, and it’s for me, and there’s nothing you can say to convince me that I should stop looking for her.” She took a deep, steadying breath after her monologue and watched his face, her vision slightly blurry. 
 
    “I have realized that,” he admitted, his lips quirked in an ironic smile. Then he raised his other hand to cradle her face like he’d done before, tipping it in a way that her tears finally slid down her cheeks and brushed his thumbs. He ignored them, which she was grateful for. “You are the most frustrating creature I have ever met.” He leaned down and kissed her lightly on the lips, the taste sweet and salty at the same time. “And you amaze me.” 
 
    She gave a startled laugh, surprised but pleased with his praise, and fidgeted when he pulled away and gave her a private moment to wipe her eyes. They walked the rest of the way back to her rooms in silence. He left her at her door with the admonishment, “Please refrain from wandering the halls alone. If you must continue this search, do so accompanied by one of your friends.” 
 
    It seemed to surprise him when she quietly acquiesced with just a nod and murmured, “Okay.” She thought he might kiss her goodbye, but he only bowed his head before leaving. She looked down at her hands and realized that she was still holding the necklace. She’d bent the clasp, but it looked fixable and she probably had plenty of time to work on it. And then maybe after that she’d take another bath. Her hands were spotted with dried blood and dirt from gripping the rosebushes. She was surprised to note that the small cuts from her struggles had already healed. There weren’t even any scabs. She wondered if this was part of the natural magic Jaxith talked about, after it had already been filtered through the daoine sídhe. She contemplated that as she opened her door and retired, once again, to her quiet room.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two: Family Secrets 
 
      
 
    Someone knocked on the door, waking Alexis from the first genuinely restful sleep she’d had in days. There were no dreams that she could remember—pleasant or otherwise—but she felt refreshed and ready to go. She stretched and almost called out for them to come in, but realized she wasn’t in any state for visitors—after her bath, she had climbed into the hammock wearing only a towel. “Just a minute!” she called instead and rolled out of the hammock and onto her feet. She smiled to herself, pleased to learn that she was getting the hang of it—and then couldn’t help but laugh at her own bad joke. Not willing to test the wardrobe’s patience, she found her second pair of clothes piled on the floor where she’d left them yesterday and struggled into them. She hadn’t dried off well enough to fit into the tight jeans, so it took a moment for her to shimmy them over her hips and get them buttoned. She pulled her T-shirt over her head as she walked to the door. Once she was properly clothed, she opened the door, not surprised to find Jynx. 
 
    “Hey,” she said, motioning for Jynx to enter. 
 
    “Hey, Lexi-girl. My, oh my, did you actually stay put for once?” she asked, both eyebrows raised in surprise. 
 
    “Not exactly.” 
 
    She grinned. “That’s more like it, for a moment I was disappointed in you.” 
 
    Alexis sat on the hammock and asked Jynx, “So what’s up? Find anything out about Molly?” 
 
    “Come on, show some enthusiasm!” Jynx encouraged, grinning slyly. 
 
    Alexis forced her face to look bright and interested as she asked, her voice high and chipper, “Gosh, Jynx! Did you find anything out about Molly?” She waited, her face frozen in a false sense of excitement. 
 
    “Yes, I did in fact!” 
 
    “You did?” Alexis asked, the false brightness dropping away to show how genuinely stunned she was, but that quickly turned into real eagerness as she leaned forward. “What is it? What did you find?” She squeezed her hands on her lap, hoping that it was something new, something important.  
 
    “Your friend isn’t what she appears,” Jynx replied slyly.  
 
    It wasn’t what she’d expected to hear. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Jynx looked annoyed by her returned lack of enthusiasm, but answered the question without further prompting. “She’s not human—not really.” 
 
    One eyebrow arched as Alexis settled back into the hammock, letting it sway gently under her. “So, what is she?” 
 
    “She’s a Halfling.” 
 
    Alexis’ lips parted and she stared at Jynx for a long moment. She licked her lips and asked, dazed, “How did you find out?” 
 
    Jynx pulled herself up to sit cross-legged on the spindly-legged table, fussing with her puce pant cuff for a moment. Alexis suspected this was just to make her impatient, but she couldn’t find the words to encourage Jynx to speak. Finally, with a slight scowl in Alexis’ direction, Jynx explained, “Because there are no humans named Molly in this Court. The Queen said it, didn’t she? And she wasn’t lying. I can’t figure out whether she knows that Molly is in this Court or not, but she does know all the humans that come and go. The registry is a formality—there’s a spell on the entrance to the Court that records and identifies all new arrivals and their race. I managed to finagle,” she waggled her eyebrows suggestively, as if ‘finagle’ was a dirty word, “One of the nixies monitoring this information into giving me a little peek, and you’re the only human who entered this court within the past three years.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t make sense,” Alexis began, frowning. Lev had definitely implied that Molly was in the Court. Or had he? He’d said that he’d take her to Molly, but she might have been somewhere else. “Does that mean Molly’s not in the Court?” And if she was locked away somewhere else, what would that do to Alexis’ deal with the Queen? 
 
    “Oh, Molly’s here all right. There are murmurs and whispers that sound an awful lot like someone knows you’re looking for her and doesn’t want you to find her.” Jynx waggled her fingers excitably, then held one to her lips in a shushing motion. “She’s here, so the logical conclusion is that she’s not human. But she also can’t be full fae.” 
 
    “Because she can touch iron?” Alexis guessed as an image of her and Molly driving popped into her head. 
 
    “Well, duh, but she can’t be full fae because Jaxith or I would have noticed it, smelled it on you.” 
 
    Alexis decided that only made sense coming from someone with a literal canine—or make that vulpine—nose. “Right, because we spent so much time together,” she reasoned. Then she frowned and asked, “But then how is she a Halfling?” 
 
    “Someone got a little too close to the Faery Realm,” Jynx explained with an exaggerated suggestive wink. 
 
    “Well, her dad cheated on her mom at least once, but—” Alexis began, then she frowned. That couldn’t be right—if Molly’s father impregnated one of the fae, the woman probably would have kept the child. So that meant that it had to be Molly’s mother who’d had the affair. Did Molly’s father find out and leave because of it? Was he only having an affair out of revenge? Alexis shook her head—it didn’t really matter what his thought process was, that wasn’t the issue at hand. “So, Molly is half … well, what is she, exactly?” 
 
    “Not a clue, not a whiff,” Jynx replied, shrugging. 
 
    “Great. Well, at least that explains,” she paused again. She’d seen Molly. She’d definitely seen Molly, just recently. She’d walked through the hedges as Alexis had tried to catch up with her. Jynx had said she’d smelled something fae, not human. Maybe Molly’s scent was changing—maybe Molly was changing—the more time she spent in the Faery Realm. Alexis needed to act quickly and get Molly out of there, before her friend became unrecognizable. 
 
    “Come on, Jynx, we have to go.” She grabbed Jynx’s hand and began pulling her to the door. As she opened it, she startled Jaxith, who had just raised his fist to knock. 
 
    “You’re here already,” Jaxith replied, seemingly surprised to see his sister. “Well, that’s good at least.” 
 
    “More news about Molly?” Alexis asked excitedly. 
 
    “No, this isn’t about Molly. The Queen has called a special Court Session; I thought it would be a good idea to attend.” 
 
    “Ooo, this should be fun,” Jynx chirped, grinning mischievously.  
 
    “I’m not dressed,” Alexis replied, hoping he’d take the hint and wouldn’t push. 
 
    “It’s in an hour, you have time.” 
 
    “Look, Jaxith, I get that this is probably something important, but we’ve found out some stuff—I mean, really important information about Molly and I have to—” 
 
    He raised his hand to cut her off. “Do you know exactly where she is?” 
 
    “Well, no.” 
 
    “Then it can wait. This Court Session might help, in fact.” 
 
    She wondered if he would make her go even if she continued to stubbornly refuse. But she was no longer willing to roam the halls alone, and Jynx looked like she wanted to attend the Court Session. She sighed and relented, “Oh, all right. Get out of here while I change.” She pushed Jynx out the door and closed it. Alexis sighed and looked at the wardrobe and prayed that it would provide something decent to wear. While she was at it, she prayed that either the Court Session gave her another clue to finding Molly or that it would at least be short. 
 
    She took a deep breath, preparing herself for the worst, and threw the doors to the wardrobe open before she could change her mind. She relaxed as soon as she saw the same outfit she’d worn to the first Court Session waiting for her, clean and fresh.  
 
    * 
 
    An hour later, Alexis scowled and complained as they once again waited in the line filing into the massive room where the Court Sessions were held. “We could be looking for Molly right now,” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    “Think of it as an information gathering opportunity,” Jaxith replied just as quietly. He put his hand on her back and guided her forward another step. “And behave yourself.” 
 
    “It’s not like I was going to storm the stage and take over the production,” she grumbled, crossing her arms. She’d managed to fix the clasp of the necklace while she’d waited for Jaxith to fetch her, so now she fingered the iron charm, as if reminding herself of its existence so that she would not forget it the next time she was in danger. She wished, of course, that there wouldn’t be a next time, but knew that she was unlikely to avoid danger for as long as she remained in the Faery Realm.  
 
    She bumped into a tall, scaled, and horned creature in front of her. The big brute turned around and bared his fangs. Gripping the charm for bravery, she bared her own small, flat white teeth at him and growled as best as she could. Though his eyes were focused on her mouth, she knew it wasn’t her pathetic, dull human teeth that made him blanch—at least, she thought he was blanching since his red scales paled to a washed-out pink—it was only Keir’s marks that scared the other fae. She thought for a moment he might stumble over an apology, but instead he turned away and managed to weave his way through the crowd so that he was farther down the line, and far away from her. 
 
    “Ooo, the big bad mortal is gonna get you!” Jynx called after him in a sing song voice that ended on a high cackle. 
 
    “What’s he think I’m gonna do?” Alexis grumbled. “Report him?” 
 
    “Hush,” Jaxith scolded. “You don’t want to provoke him, Jynx.” 
 
    She pouted, though it was ruined as her lips twitched into a smile. “Why not? It’s fun!” 
 
    He glared, his lips formed into a thin line and his ears flattened against his head. “Because unlike Alexis, you don’t have the Prince’s protection, and I’m not interested in helping you in a fight you provoked unnecessarily.” 
 
    “Like I need your help,” she chirped and snapped the air with her teeth. Though she sounded cheerful, her expression was feral and excited, almost bloodthirsty. Up until that moment, Alexis hadn’t really associated Jaxith and Jynx with the Dark Fae. Though Jynx had every advantage of her fox counterpart, she’d always seemed more mischievous than dangerous. Now, Jynx seemed as dangerous as the rest of the fae. Instead of feeling as if she should take a step back, Alexis felt as if she should remain as close to Jynx as possible. After all, if she was going to be surrounded by dangerous creatures no matter what; it was nice to know that she also had a dangerous ally. 
 
    They were finally filtering into the room with the rest of the crowd. Alexis wished they could have a seat at the very back, so that none of the fae could stand behind her, but Jaxith found them a spot somewhere in the middle, as close to the dais as he could manage with them coming in so late. 
 
    “Why do we have to be so close?” Alexis demanded, keeping her arms close to her chest, making herself as small a target as possible. The crowd was restless and someone pushed against her back. She turned and glared at them and, as before, the creature—something wolf-like, possibly another shapeshifter—backed away and found a different spot in the crowd. The area behind her remained empty, as if she had a wall protecting her, and Alexis turned back to the front with a satisfied smile. She’d never admit it to him, but she was starting to like wearing Keir’s mark. She was still angry that he hadn’t asked her permission, but he was another dangerous ally, and his protection might just prove worth the annoyance.  
 
    “We have to be so close,” Jaxith explained patiently, “Because I don’t want to miss anything.” 
 
    “This better be good,” Alexis grumbled and sighed, looking up at the dais. Interestingly, there were only three thrones this time. Who wouldn’t be attending? A respectful quiet spread through the Court as the Queen, her consort, and the Prince entered. The Queen’s attire was more conservative this time—a black, floor length dress with a train that disappeared into the shadows just as her hair did, and a mandarin collar. There was grey embroidery on the dress that moved independently, grotesque creatures with evil red eyes that stared out into a crowd of similarly bizarre fae.  
 
    She sat in her throne with a flourish, lifting the skirts up and over one arm, revealing a slit in the fabric that exposed her from bare feet to upper thigh. This time, Saeron sat on her left as Keir took his place again on her right. Neither of them made quite as striking figures, appearing just as they had before. 
 
    Alexis was interested to note that Aoibheann and Ormond were not overseeing the Court Session today. Was it because it was short notice, or maybe they were in the crowd instead? Perhaps they had something more important to do. She glanced around, seeing if she could catch a glimpse of the silver faery or the vampire.  
 
    But soon her mind began to wander, and instead of looking for the faery she simply examined the creatures around her. She knew, from the way that Jaxith and Jynx talked, that there were different species of the fae, but she didn’t know how to identify one from another. Was the woman with spines growing from her back a type of porcupine shapeshifter? Were there such things? Then there was the green-skinned, tusked fae that fit Alexis’ idea of a goblin, but for all she knew the goblins actually looked like David Bowie. The more she looked around, the harder it became to believe that Molly was one of them, even if only half. Not her Molly, who laughed and danced in the sun, who looked so normal. But she was also beautiful—Alexis could see Molly being part elf, but if that were the case, shouldn’t the elves have been the ones to take her? It just didn’t make sense. If anything, Molly was probably—her jaw dropped, lips parted as she realized where that train of thought was going. If anything, Molly was probably a faery, like Aoibheann, Lev, and Tal. 
 
    Her thoughts had so distracted her that she hadn’t been paying attention to what was happening on the dais, so she missed the majority of the herald’s speech. As a result, she was the only one in the room who was surprised when Sirius, accompanied by four other elves, walked onto the dais. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three: Serious Business 
 
      
 
    “What’s he doing here?” she demanded in a quiet, urgent hiss.  
 
    “You should pay attention,” Jaxith scolded. “I thought you’d learned your lesson last time.” 
 
    She shivered as she remembered the head rolling to the ground. To erase the image from her mind, she stared at Sirius on the stage, determined to hear everything. Grudgingly, she admitted she was glad Jaxith had brought them so close to the dais. 
 
    The herald began speaking again. “The Elf Leader has a request for the Queen and subjects of the Dark Court. This will be the only petition heard today.” With that dismissal, he walked off the stage, leaving it to the principal parties. 
 
    The Queen spoke first, her voice easily carrying across the room. “I welcome you, Elf, to my Court.” He nodded in acknowledgement, his face blank but still pleasant. “Though I do hope that your request is not to bring the stray elves—my subjects—into your camps. They are, after all, here of their own volition.” 
 
    Once she was finished speaking, Sirius smiled and bowed. “Of course not, Your Highness. If any wish to return to the camps with me, they are welcome, but that is not why I’m here.” 
 
    “Very well, you may proceed.” She relaxed against the back of her throne and watched him with an impassive face that still seemed to broadcast that she was in control. 
 
    Without clearing his throat or displaying any other sign of nerves—something that deeply impressed Alexis, who hated public speaking—he spoke his piece. “As you are probably aware, my camps do not have the same protection that the Courts possess. We have strong enough magic to protect ourselves from trespassers and other unwelcome visitors, and we are able to keep out the stray Solitary with ease.” He waited a beat before continuing. “Unfortunately, the Solitary Fae have behaved strangely as of late; specifically, they’ve begun attacking the camp borders and stray elves in concentrated forces instead of individually. It wasn’t unknown for two or three to work together, but it was always a sloppy affair. They bickered and fought so badly that they often botched whatever plan they had hatched. But recently, these groups have grown organized, with as many as ten fae working together. There have been no deaths or disappearances yet, but if this pattern continues or worsens, if the Solitary Fae succeed in forming a united front, my elves may not be able to defend our borders.” A silence fell at the end of his explanation. 
 
    “And so you come to me to request assistance,” the Queen finished. 
 
    He bowed again and said to her feet. “It would be the greatest honor if you would consent to give it.” 
 
    “And what would the Dark Court gain by helping the stray elves? Vevina would be most displeased with me. I would not say I’m surprised that you did not return to your old Queen for such support, but I am surprised you chose to come here. I cannot see what you would offer us in exchange.” 
 
    Sirius nodded in acknowledgement and replied calmly. “You are correct, I have not returned to the Summer Queen because she would see it as a moment of weakness.” 
 
    The Queen raised an eyebrow, leaning forward just enough to show her interest. “And coming here is not?” 
 
    Sirius simply smiled. “I have come to you, Dark Queen, because I can make a deal with you and your Court. The Summer Queen is not interested in anything from the elves except for their unconditional return to her Court, and so we have nothing to discuss.” 
 
    The Queen waited a moment before murmuring, “I am still waiting to hear what you can offer me.” 
 
    Instead of answering her question directly, he explained, “It’s very dangerous for everyone if the Solitary Fae decide that working alone is no longer advantageous for them. And if enough gather together to fell the elf camps, what would happen to the Courts? We still don’t know the extent of changes the Solitary undergo; it’s possible that, working together, they could overcome even the Seelie Court’s defenses.” 
 
    The Queen watched him carefully and waited a full minute before commenting. “If you have nothing to offer, say so bluntly. I’m growing tired of this roundabout conversation.” 
 
    Alexis expected to see some signs of discomposure in Sirius after being called out, but he simply nodded. “We elves are still learning to govern ourselves. You are correct, Your Highness. At the moment, I have nothing to offer, and I would be in your debt.” The silence in the room was absolute—Alexis seemed to be the only one who didn’t know why this was so important. 
 
    After another long moment of consideration, the Queen announced, “I accept your terms. You have three days to gather any of my citizens that wish to help you; I will not order anyone to go with you, but you are allowed as many volunteers as come forward. The number you take with you will determine the size of your debt; any that do not return, their lives will be added to your debt. Do we have a deal?” She held out one delicate, pale gray hand. 
 
    He brought the hand to his lips before stating, “We have a deal.” The crowd erupted into excited chatter and without another word or any sign of dismissal, the elves left the stage. 
 
    Alexis watched Sirius walk away, her lips pursed as she considered her options. But he was leaving, and she didn’t know if it was going to return to his camps or just to vacate the stage, so she had to make her decision quickly. “Let’s go,” she whispered to Jaxith, nodding her head in the direction Sirius and his elves had departed. 
 
    Jaxith looked at her with startled eyes and started shaking his head. “No, we have to—” he began, but she pushed him through the crowd without listening to his protest. She felt the brush of fingers on her back, as if someone had reached out to grab her and missed as she stepped forward. She turned around and looked, but no one was paying attention. They were all whispering about what they’d just witnessed. Shrugging, she decided that someone must have brushed against her by mistake. She hurried Jaxith out of the room, Jynx following behind them without any prompting. “When they exit from the stage like that, where do they come out?” she demanded. 
 
    “This way!” Jynx said cheerfully, pointing with one clawed finger. 
 
    “No, we shouldn’t,” Jaxith tried again, looking behind them as if he’d left something behind. 
 
    Alexis continued to ignore his protests as she followed Jynx into the corridors. “I have to talk to Sirius.” 
 
    “About what?” he demanded in exasperation, finally facing her again. 
 
    “About Molly!” she told him, rolling her eyes because it should have been obvious. What else would she need to talk about?  
 
    “But I thought he said he didn’t know anything about Molly?” he asked. He reached out and grabbed her shoulders, forcing her to a stop. 
 
    “Yeah, I know, but I have something else I want to ask him,” she began, but never finished her sentence—she saw a flash of white hair and started toward it when Jaxith grabbed onto her arm, pulling her back with such force that she stumbled. 
 
    “What is it?” she demanded. 
 
    “You can’t go chasing him through the crowd, it leaves a bad impression. The Prince has claimed you, its improper for you to interact with other fae in such an ostentatious manner,” Jaxith whispered, looking around them nervously. 
 
    She tugged her arm out of his grip. “But I have to talk to him.” She hated that she sounded so petulant, but Jaxith was bigger and stronger. If she couldn’t convince him that this was necessary, he’d probably drag her off to her room. She’d certainly tested his patience enough over the past few days to know she was growing near the end of it. 
 
    He looked around them and finally whispered, “Not here. This way.” He grabbed her hand and started tugging her in the opposite direction. 
 
    “You know where he’s staying?” she asked, quickly righting herself and jogging by his side as they skirted around the other fae that had left the Court Session. 
 
    “There are special quarters for the elves so that they feel more at home while they stay here. Sirius and his entourage will probably be there.” 
 
    Once they were out of the audience chamber, Jaxith turned to Jynx, “We don’t all need an audience with the Elf Leader, why don’t you see if you can find anything else out about Molly?” Jynx cocked her head to one side, her ears twitching as she frowned. He gave her a hard look in return and demanded, “Go, we’ll catch up later.” 
 
    She shrugged and said, “Whatever you say,” before she loped down a side corridor. Jaxith waited until she was out of sight before leading Alexis down another. She wasn’t sure, since the place was literally a big maze and she’d never been good with mazes, but she thought they were going in the opposite direction of the guest quarters. “Are we going the right direction?” 
 
    “We are,” he assured her. 
 
    She shrugged—how was she to know? Maybe the elves weren’t in the guest rooms, or maybe she really did just have the worst sense of direction. Jaxith was a native to this Court; she should trust he knew where they were going. 
 
    He didn’t stop until they arrived at a large door, twice as tall as Alexis and so wide that she could have stood in the center, her arms stretched out, and her fingertips wouldn’t have touched either edge. Jaxith knocked—twice quickly, pause, once, pause, three times quickly again. Alexis frowned and took a step away from him, her body reacting quicker to this suspicious activity than her mind could form a full question. Jaxith, who still had a light grip on her arm, squeezed gently and her mind cleared. Jaxith knew what he was doing. There was nothing to worry about. 
 
    But that calm immediately faded when Tal opened the door and smiled at Alexis, his eyes flashing and his green skin gleaming. “You’re here at last. Won’t you please come in?” 
 
    “What?” She turned to look at Jaxith, who refused to look at her, his eyes focused straight on Tal. 
 
    “Tell Aoibheann this pays my debt,” Jaxith said, his voice soft and quiet. “I’m no longer her creature to call.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Alexis demanded, but her heart raced and she thought she might know the answer. 
 
    “That was the deal,” Tal agreed, reaching out toward Alexis. 
 
    “Don’t touch me,” she snarled, jerking away from him and Jaxith at the same time. “You were working for her?” she demanded, her face turning red with anger and her eyes stinging with tears. When he didn’t immediately say anything, she punched him and yelled, “Answer me, dammit!” He still didn’t answer and she shook her head and glanced up at the ceiling.  
 
     “Come along now, someone’s waiting for you,” Tal said calmly, reaching for her again. 
 
    “You touch me and I’ll burn you,” she snarled, gripping her necklace. She must not have fixed the clasp as well as she thought, because just with a touch it fell into her hands. She was clutching it so hard that the wolf head bit into her skin. She turned back to Jaxith and demanded, “You knew the whole time, didn’t you? God, I cannot believe it. You lied to me and I believed you.” 
 
    “I never lied to you,” he told her, but his voice was quiet and he still wouldn’t look at her. 
 
    “Yes, you did!” she screamed, then took a few deep breaths and ran her hands agitatedly through her hair, a few stray strands tangling with the charm still clutched in her hand. “The entire time I followed you like some stupid, goddamn puppy. And I don’t even know why. I should have been smarter than that,” she ranted, thinking of all she knew about him before she’d even agreed to the deal. He’d admitted he had been the one to track Molly—that he had been part of the problem. But she was so glad to have a chance to find her friend that she’d jumped at his offer, feet first and eyes closed. Before she could think better of it, she launched herself at him. 
 
    Her attack took him by surprise and they both fell to the ground. She got in two clumsy punches before Tal intervened. 
 
    “Now, now, that’s enough of that,” he scolded.  
 
    She reared her elbow back, smashing it into his face at just the right angle to jar her humorous and send stinging tingles up and down her arm that made her gasp in pain. But she couldn’t let the pain distract her, and she couldn’t take the time to continue venting her anger at Jaxith’s betrayal, as much as she would like to. She pushed herself up and ran down the hallway. She didn’t care if she got herself lost again—all she cared about was getting away from them. 
 
    “Dammit,” Tal cursed and then, “Well, go after her!” But for a full minute she didn’t hear the sounds of pursuit. She was tempted to look behind her to see if Jaxith was following, but she resisted the impulse and turned a corner instead. 
 
    She cursed when she came to a dead-end. Panting, she turned around, determined to escape before anyone caught up with her, but Tal was already there, waiting. 
 
    “You won’t escape, so you may as well come quietly,” he murmured, his face covered with blood from his damaged nose. “It’ll be easier for you in the end.” 
 
    “I’m not letting you take me,” she said through clenched teeth.  
 
    He stepped toward her, but instead of stepping back she charged him, hoping the maneuver would work a second time. To her dismay, he planted his feet and caught her. She growled in frustration and tried to pull away from him, but with one hand he held her wrist and with the other he held her waist in a mockery of a dance position. 
 
    “Let me go!” she shrieked as he started tugging her back down the hallway. She tried to maneuver her hand so that she could press the cold iron to his skin, but his grip on her wrist was tight and painful and he jerked it above her head and as far away from him as he could while still maintaining the grip. As they walked, she tried to step on his foot, but his backward steps were too quick. His wings buzzed behind him in agitation, stirring the air so that a cold, fungus-scented breeze rushed into Alexis’ face. She gagged and tripped and he took the opportunity to grab her under her hips and hoist her over his shoulder. Startled, she forgot about her weapon and thumped him on the back with her fists and screamed as loudly as she could. It didn’t help though—there was no one in the corridor, and if anyone beyond the hedge walls heard her scream, they were either too far away to help or they thought nothing of it. 
 
    After her efforts proved futile, her hand slackened and the charm slipped through her fingers. Clutching the leather grip, she didn’t drop the charm, but it did bring it back to her attention. With renewed determination, she reached out with one hand to catch one of his buzzing wings and with the other to press the iron under the sleeve of the shoulder she lay across. She’d seen Keir handle the charm with only a cloth wrapped around it, so she was sure she needed bare skin for it to be effective. It worked—Tal hollered in pain as soon as the iron touched him, and tried to jerk away. His own momentum and Alexis’ grip on his wing caused the fragile membrane to tear, and this time he screamed in pain. He dropped her to the ground and she glared up at him triumphantly, but before she could push off and run again, arms went around her waist and dragged her across the smooth path backward into the room. Tal had carried her farther than she’d realized.  
 
    She tried to find a grip on the ground, but there was nothing to grab on the glass-like surface and she slid backward despite her struggles. In her panic, she looked for Jaxith, forgetting for a moment that he was not her friend or even an ally. Halfway into the room now, Tal staggered in and closed the door behind them. There was the firm snick of a lock engaging, and he glared down at her. She screamed in a mix of frustration, fear, and fury, and jerked herself away from Lev, who had been the one to drag her into the room. 
 
    “Difficulties?” A voice called from deeper in the room. This new voice was a woman’s, but it wasn’t one that she recognized. 
 
    “She put up a fight,” Tal admitted, reaching back to touch his damaged wing. Alexis wanted the satisfaction of seeing it bleed, but all it did was leak a light blue dust, the tip of the wing hanging limply to the side. His wings remained still now instead of fluttering behind him. But while his wings were still, the rest of him seemed more fidgety and unsettled than before. His eyes darted around the room; he tapped his fingers restlessly against his legs, and twitched his shoulders every now and then, making the damaged wing flop uselessly. 
 
    “Even after you told her?” the voice held a mixture of surprise and mild disdain and Alexis decided that what she really wanted to do right then was stuff a sock in the woman’s mouth. Preferably one of her dirtier, sweat-stained ones.  
 
    “I did,” Lev’s voice piped up behind her. “But she didn’t want to believe me.” 
 
    “Humans, such casual liars that they become quite disgustingly untrustworthy of everyone else as well. Our dear Molly was like that too, in the beginning.” 
 
    Alexis felt her arms break out in goosebumps. She was finally going to get some answers. She snorted, thinking of what Keir had said—she’d stayed with her friends, and look at where that had gotten her? But she couldn’t keep her back turned forever. If she kept stalling, one of the faeries would probably grab her and force her to face the woman. Slipping the iron charm into her pocket for later use, she slowly turned around. Somehow, she couldn’t muster any surprise for what she saw: Aoibheann lounging on a red velvet chaise, one leg propped on the back, the other dangling over the edge, a silver foot just barely touching the floor. 
 
    Her beautiful, silver face slipped into a lazy smile as she looked Alexis up and down in a way that made Alexis feel naked and vulnerable. “It is a genuine pleasure to finally meet you, Alexis. I’ve heard so much about you.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four: Questions Answered 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Lady Aoibheann,” Alexis said, trying to stay calm as she sat cross-legged in front of the silver faery. She thought it was practical, for the moment at least, to cooperate. At least until she found out why they’d gone to so much trouble to get her here. 
 
    “No need to be so formal,” Aoibheann replied, one bare foot drawing a circle on the floor. “I just thought we’d have a little chat.” 
 
    “Yes, well,” Alexis glanced at the boys, now standing with arms crossed by the door, guarding it, preventing her from leaving. She looked back at Aoibheann with a strained smile, “You could have just asked.” 
 
    “If I had, would you have agreed?” 
 
    Alexis bared her teeth in a poor initiation of a smile. “I guess it doesn’t matter now.” 
 
    Aoibheann raised an eyebrow, the motion only evident in the wrinkles of her forehead; her eyebrows were too close to the color of her skin to be distinguishable. “I think the answer is no. And since that is simply unacceptable, I took a different approach to bring you here. If I had asked, it might have put you on guard, and you already put up quite the fight.” She gave Tal a pitying look. “You’re such a rough little thing, but I believe it worked all the same.” She gestured lazily to a chair next to her chaise. “Take a seat.” 
 
    “I’m already sitting.” 
 
    Aoibheann shrugged indifferently. “As you like.”  
 
    “Why did you bring me here, Aoibheann? And you know I don’t mean this room,” she said, waving one hand vaguely. Somewhere in-between fighting and running, her mind had figured it out. “You went through an awful lot of trouble to get me here, and I can’t imagine it’s just for a chat. I mean really, Jaxith and Keir? Little excessive, don’t you think?” 
 
    Aoibheann watched her for a moment, then threw her head back and laughed. It sounded like wind chimes on a particularly breezy day, which just made Alexis’ frown deeper. “Keir? You think he has something to do with this?” 
 
    “Well—I,” she began, unsure. Because why else would he show so much interest in her? Jaxith was the one that told her the fae couldn’t lie, and he was also the one that delivered her to Aoibheann’s door. Why wouldn’t she question everyone’s motives now? After all, Keir had been there since the beginning, which had made her suspicious, but then he’d saved her, and now she wasn’t sure what to think.  
 
    “If anything, the Prince has been a royal pain in my side,” she laughed at the pun and Alexis had the sudden urge to take a pair of wind chimes and smash them to bits. “He was irritatingly brash, claiming you immediately.” She was smiling indulgently, but her foot had stopped drawing circles and was instead tense, toes pointed. “Do you know how difficult it is to steal a mortal under someone else’s claim?” She caught Alexis staring at her foot and shifted her position; bringing her other leg down from the edge of the chaise and tucking both feet into one corner. “Force was mostly out of the question,” she said casually, as if everyone else would be as disappointed by that development. “And it’s always so difficult to convince mortals of the veracity of our existence,” she added, though Alexis suspected Aoibheann wasn’t the type to try that route anyway. 
 
    Alexis clenched her fists, grinding the iron deeper into her palm as she tried to keep a placid expression on her face as she asked, “Is that what you did to Molly? Force her?” 
 
    Aoibheann’s eyes turned hard as she straightened and looked down at Alexis. “Molly made her choices.” Then she smiled again, but there was nothing comforting in the expression. “My, my, I have been remiss in my explanations, haven’t I? I feel that I should inform you, child, that your dear friend isn’t human. She’s a Halfling. In fact, she’s my granddaughter.” She smirked down at Alexis triumphantly and waited for her reaction. 
 
    Alexis snorted, “Duh, I already know that.” 
 
    Aoibheann pouted slightly before relaxing back into her seat. “You knew of her heritage?” 
 
    Alexis shrugged, pretending to act casual and as if she hadn’t just learned the information. “Not her direct connection to you, but yeah, I knew she was a Halfling, and I was pretty sure she was a faery.” 
 
    Aoibheann pursed her lips, clearly disappointed that her revelation didn’t have a bigger impact. “Interesting. Well, if that’s the case, I’m sure you’ll realize that she belongs here.” She waved her hand in a simple gesture, so small, yet it seemed to encompass the entire Faery Realm. “She recognized that, after all.” 
 
    “Great, I’m sure she’s thriving,” Alexis replied sarcastically. “So why did you bring me here?” 
 
    “You were looking for your friend,” Aoibheann replied solicitously. “I thought I might assist.” 
 
    “Really?” Alexis let out an unimpressed huff of laughter. “So, let me see if I’ve got this straight. You sent Jaxith to make a deal with me just so that you could let me know that my friend is living the good life in the Faery Realm? Even if I did believe that, that is the most ridiculous, convoluted plan I’ve ever heard of. Haven’t you ever heard of sending a note? ‘Dear Alexis’,” she began mockingly. “‘Molly’s fine. No need to worry. Goodbye.’ That just sounds way easier than dragging me here to say the same thing.” 
 
    Aoibheann’s jaw tightened and she continued to look down her nose at Alexis. Then she relaxed and settled back in her seat, artfully draping herself so that she wouldn’t crush her wings. “That isn’t what I said,” she conceded sullenly. 
 
    Alexis glared, very close to losing her composure. But since she didn’t think yelling or swearing at Aoibheann would do any good, she smiled tightly and asked, “So why am I here?” 
 
    “Because Molly wanted you to be,” Aoibheann replied. She sounded bored, but her eyes avidly watched Alexis. 
 
    Alexis’ lips parted, closed, and parted again as she tried to absorb the meaning of that statement. “Molly,” she began and stopped because she still didn’t know what she wanted to say. Finally, she asked, her voice quiet, “Molly wanted me here? In the Faery Realm?” But as soon as she asked the question, she didn’t believe it was true. If Molly had wanted to bring her here, she would have come to Alexis herself. There wouldn’t be a need to trick Alexis into coming here; they could have just had the conversation back in the Mortal Realm. Even if Molly had changed in however long she’d been in the Faery Realm—the way Aoibheann spoke, it was certainly longer than a week—she would still have, at the very least, met Alexis once she’d arrived. She narrowed her eyes and stated again, “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    Aoibheann gave her a bland smile. “That’s a terrible habit of yours.” 
 
    Alexis returned the smile, though she didn’t do it as well; her teeth were clenched too tight, giving the lines a harder edge. “What can I say? I’m used to liars.” 
 
    Aoibheann sighed delicately. “The fae cannot lie. I would have thought Jaxith had taught you that by now.” 
 
    Alexis’ breath caught. Every new thing she learned about Jaxith’s role in this made his betrayal hurt worse. Was it really a betrayal if it had been his goal from the beginning? Keir had called Jaxith and Jynx her friends—how wrong he’d been. “So Jaxith telling me about the fae; all that was your idea?” she finally asked, because it seemed Aoibheann expected her to say something. 
 
    Aoibheann gave a delicate shrug, her wings fluttering a faster beat for a moment. “You needed to know what you were facing, and reach Our Court safely. The wolf owed me a debt, so I used him.” 
 
    Aoibheann only ever mentioned Jaxith. She tried to sound nonchalant as she asked, “And Jynx?” 
 
    Aoibheann snorted, and even that sounded delicate, which just irritated Alexis more. “What about the little interfering sneak? I specifically asked that wolf not to involve her, but he has his soft spots, and she is one of them. They’re both very lucky that she did not meddle overmuch.” She gave Alexis another petulant look. “You did that quite well on your own.” 
 
    “I aim to please,” Alexis replied, baring her teeth. 
 
    Aoibheann ignored the sarcasm. “Yes, well, you did have quite a bit of help. My dear cousin’s child has never been quite such an … annoyance before, and yet he’s done such a marvelous job finding exactly the right time to interfere. I never expected anyone else to claim you so quickly, which was bad enough, but then he never took his eyes off you.” Her voice became tight and her body tensed again for a moment. When she relaxed, she gave Alexis an indulgent smile and explained, “I hear you’ve asked him for help. How ironic that he was keeping you from finding her sooner. After all, without his interference, you would have been with Molly right from the start.” 
 
    “I have a feeling I wouldn’t have liked your original plan much better,” Alexis snapped. 
 
     “You’re such a stubborn little thing. Here I am, offering you exactly what you want, and still you snap and snarl. You’ve spent too much time with those beastly Shifters.” 
 
    Alexis pursed her lips as she narrowed her eyes again. “All right, let me get this straight. You’re telling me that you went to all this trouble to meet with me, and then you’re just going to let us leave, you know, return home?” Before Aoibheann could answer, she added drily, “Awesome, so where is she?” 
 
    Aoibheann gave Alexis a stern look before saying, “I said nothing about either of you leaving. As you said, why would I go to all the trouble for that? No, I have every intention of you staying. Both of you.” She smiled, but the tension lines around her mouth proved that she was beginning to lose her patience. 
 
    Alexis rolled her eyes. “Somehow, I’m not surprised. Obviously, you don’t know what I really want.” 
 
    “Of course I do,” Aoibheann snapped. She took a deep breath, her delicate nostrils flaring, and smiled wider. It was the first time Alexis had seen her teeth, and she was surprised by how normal they looked. Except for a pearlescent sheen and their faultless straightness, they looked like human teeth. Then again, she shouldn’t have been—the Queen had a normal smile too. “You want to be with your friend, of course. And she’s been quite impatient to see you.” 
 
    Alexis was quiet for a moment as that realization sunk in. She didn’t have the energy to be surprised. “So, she knows I’m here.” 
 
    “She does.” 
 
    Alexis pursed her lips. “And she knows what you’ve done to get me here?” 
 
    Aoibheann’s shoulders rolled in an unconcerned shrug. “She knows what she needs to know. Oh, now, don’t glare at me like that; it’s not as if you were seriously injured. Even Keir has nothing to complain of—there was no damage done to his precious little human.” Her smile brightened. “What do you know? Perhaps some good has come from his meddling. You have … further incentive to stay here.” 
 
    Alexis stared at her in surprise, wondering how she had come to that conclusion. Somehow, she didn’t think it was a good idea to reiterate that she had no intentions of staying. Wary, Alexis asked, “Gotcha. Can I see Molly now?” 
 
    Aoibheann’s smile stretched wider yet. “Oh, no, we aren’t yet finished with our little discussion. You had your chance to stall for time; I can’t see any reason why you should deny me the same concession.” 
 
    Alexis knew she should let Aoibheann get her evil villain monologue over with—it seemed they weren’t any easier to skip over in real life than they were in video games—but she couldn’t resist the urge to hurry her along. She rolled her eyes and looked up at the ceiling. “Okay, okay, I get it. You went through a lot of trouble to get me here, blah, blah, blah. And now what? You’re going to use my connection to Keir to get me to stay? Why would you even—” she stopped, her head snapping back down so she could look into Aoibheann’s eyes, struggling to hide her triumphant smile. “Molly didn’t want me here,” she said, her voice quiet but certain. Aoibheann straightened and looked as if she was about to argue, but Alexis interrupted her. “Molly wanted to see me, yeah, but by that she meant she wanted to go home. Didn’t she?” Silence met her last question and Aoibheann held supernaturally still, even her wings didn’t so much as twitch. She looked like a metal statue. When she didn’t answer, Alexis repeated angrily, “Didn’t she?” 
 
    Aoibheann stood up in one fluid motion, her loose silver skirts flowing around her. “I tire of this conversation. I will leave you to your thoughts and assumptions. I think I will go spend some time with my granddaughter.” 
 
    “You said you’d take me to her,” Alexis rushed to say, pushing herself into a standing position. 
 
    “And I will.” Aoibheann reached out and trailed one thin finger down Alexis’ cheek. “But not today.” She pulled her hand away to tap the same finger thoughtfully against her own cheek. “You have two more days until you lose your little game with my cousin? You may see her then.” 
 
    Alexis lunged at her, but her body had been too tense and tight—Tal and Lev had predicted her actions and were there to grab her arms before she had taken two steps. She didn’t strain against them, already aware that they were strong enough to hold her. Aoibheann laughed, the tinkling sound grating. “You know, I think the Prince may even be pleased with the turn of events.” 
 
    “Don’t count on it.” 
 
    Aoibheann pursed her lips. “He is a bit stubborn, isn’t he? But, well, I suppose that makes you two quite the pair, doesn’t it? Did you know—I had nothing to do with the terms of your deal with Tynan. I had fully intended to find my own way to … encourage you to stay. To be honest, I was quite aggravated when she made that deal. I had no intentions of allowing you to steal my granddaughter away, whether you found her or not, but that is what comes from keeping secrets from families, and there’s no helping it now. However, it did make things more difficult. I had intended to allow you to see Molly as soon as you were settled in the Court, but after that Court Session, I had to keep the two of you apart. You have no idea how exhausting it has been to keep the two of you from finding each other the last few days. Jaxith has been near tuckered out, keeping you and his sister occupied. But either way, Tynan was doing what she thought best for her son. After all, now he’ll have you for the rest of your life, and his only competition for your affections is a Halfling. I should have done the same for my own son, if I’d had the chance.” 
 
    Before Alexis could think of a reply, Aoibheann swept from the room, leaving the three of them alone. As soon as the door closed, Alexis snarled, “Let me go.” She wondered just how many times she had said that in one day and hoped this would be the last. 
 
    They dropped her arms, but moved toward her again when she took a step toward the door. Tal put his hand on her shoulder and bared his teeth. “Lady Aoibheann extends her hospitality.” 
 
    “Extends her hospitality?” Alexis raised an eyebrow, then her face settled into a blank expression as she understood. “You mean she plans to keep me locked up in this room for the next two days.” 
 
    “It’s a full suite,” Lev replied good naturedly. Right now, he was the safer of the two faeries, because she hadn’t recently injured him and he didn’t look as if he’d like to return the favor. “You have the full use of the rooms.” 
 
    “How thoughtful,” she replied dryly. “And you two are planning to keep me company the whole time?” Lev nodded but Tal just gave her a look that made her take a hurried step away from him. She pursed her lips and asked, trying to sound only vaguely curious, “What about Keir?” 
 
    “The Prince has more concerns than one mortal,” Lev replied, leering at Alexis. “And if you’re a good girl, we might even have some fun.” 
 
    She gave him a disgusted look before turning away. The room they were standing in appeared to be some sort of sitting room, with a door on either side. When she opened the left door, she found a bathroom, equipped with a pool three times the size of the one in her guest room, a changing screen, and a vanity. Behind the door to the right was a bedroom with a large, queen-sized canopy bed. And though she would never admit to how glad she was to see it, she hoped it was as comfortable as it looked—she was tired of sleeping on the hammock or the ground. The room was also furnished with a desk, a bookshelf that was sadly empty, and a wardrobe identical to the one in her guest room. 
 
    When she was done exploring, she returned to the sitting room to find Lev and Tal in more relaxed positions. Tal’s face was cleaned of blood and he was bandaging his wing; he glared at her over the back of the couch. Lev was playing with a tiny, two-inch pixie, catching and releasing it repeatedly. 
 
    “If I’m going to be staying here for two days, I need my bag,” she told them, trying to make her voice sound commanding instead of whiny. 
 
    “For what?” Tal demanded with a sullen scowl. 
 
    She crossed her arms over her chest and raised an eyebrow at him. She was tempted to tell him “feminine products”, but not only had she not thought to bring any with her, she wasn’t sure that it would disturb the fae in the same way as it seemed to disturb human men. So to be safe, she simply told the truth. “It has my stuff in it; you know, clothes, food, and a water bottle.” 
 
    “Everything you need has been provided for you. There are clothes in the wardrobe and meals will be served three times a day,” he replied, turning away from her. He was trying to line up the wing just right, but he was too fidgety and agitated and the wing twitched out of place constantly. 
 
    “I’m not eating your food,” she scoffed. “Do I look like an idiot?” 
 
    “We aren’t going to enchant it,” Lev replied with a snort and an eye roll that said she was just so silly for thinking that. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, she can starve if she wants,” Tal said. Then he looked her up and down in appraisal. “She’ll give in soon enough.” 
 
    Her face flamed at the insult, but instead of snapping back, she turned away, her fists clenched at her side. She swept across the room until she reached the bathroom and threw the door open. She was tempted to slam it shut, but instead she closed it carefully, instructing through gritted teeth, “Don’t bother me.” She leaned against the door, and her anger slipped under the weight of the fear she’d been holding back. She didn’t have a plan, no one knew where she was except the creatures that wanted her to stay just where she was, and her list of allies was so short it was almost nonexistent. The thoughts had loomed in the back of her mind during the entire escapade—after all, it wasn’t a guarantee that she would find Molly, and finding Molly was the key to getting home. But now, locked in a room by a fae who had the inconvenient honor of being related to the Queen—Aoibheann was even important enough to have her own throne—Alexis finally had to admit that the game was over, and she’d lost. She slid down the door until she was sitting on the floor, put her face in her hands, and cried. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five: The Dark Prince 
 
      
 
    Someone knocked on the bathroom door and without looking up Alexis called out, “Go away.”  
 
    “I have food,” Lev called back, his voice wheedling, as if he fully expected this to be the reason she opened the door. 
 
    She turned and glared at the door over her shoulder. It didn’t have a lock, so she just had to hope that they’d leave her alone. “I’m not hungry.” 
 
    “Let her starve if she wants to, Lev, it won’t last for long,” Tal called back. 
 
    Alexis held back a retort—if Tal’s bad mood could influence Lev to leave her alone, she had no problems putting up with his snide remarks—and turned back to what she had been doing. The bathroom was surrounded by a plush, healthy wall of rosebushes and she had spent the last five minutes very quietly trying to convince them to part for her. So far, they had remained stubbornly still and silent, not even twitching a leaf. “I will give you a whole pint of blood if you just let me out,” she whispered, her teeth clenched in frustration, holding her arm out in offering. 
 
    That finally got a reaction—the bushes rustled and a white bud sprouted where her arm was closest to the plants. It waited, expecting payment before results. She glanced at the door—she didn’t really have time to argue with the roses, she’d have to hope they kept their word. She leaned closer, about to brush her fingers over the bud, but then thought better of it and instead raised her forearm to it. She’d barely pressed her arm to the bud before it pierced her with the sharpness of a knife. She gasped and covered her mouth with her hand, biting down on the flesh between her thumb and forefinger to keep from screaming. Vines slowly worked their way up her arm, pulling her closer into the bushes and scoring her arm with tiny cuts. Blood dripped steadily from each cut, but it was quickly absorbed by the thirsty plants before a single drop could hit the ground. The roses continued to draw her forward as they drank from her, until she was buried up to her shoulder. 
 
    “What are you doing in there?” Lev called, his voice filled with suspicion. 
 
    “I’m taking a bath!” she shouted back, glad that her voice wasn’t shaking from pain.  
 
    Apparently, it was the wrong thing to say, because Lev pushed the door open, looking sly and expectant until he saw the scene in front of him. “What are you doing?” he demanded again, his voice filled with panic. “Tal, help me!” 
 
    She begged the roses frantically to open for her as Lev reached her, grabbing her clean arm and tugging. She cried out in pain as her skin ripped along the thorns. When the roses had cut her, it was a sharp, sudden sting, and the blood was swallowed immediately. With Lev’s interference, her skin was scoured and blood dripped quickly onto herself and the floor. She struggled against him, smearing blood on both of them. For a moment, she wondered if the iron in human blood would be enough to cause pain, but if it did, it wasn’t enough to make Lev let her go. 
 
    Instead of grabbing for Alexis, Tal approached the rosebushes and snarled something nasty at them in a language she didn’t know. The vines receded, leaving a lovely cluster of bright red roses where Alexis had almost escaped. 
 
    “Let me go!” she snarled, trying to wrench away from Lev. His hands, now slick with blood, slid and he almost lost her before Tal grabbed her free arm, holding her wrist in a grip so tight that she cried out in pain. 
 
    “Behave,” Tal snarled, “Or we’ll bind your hands and legs.” 
 
    “I’d like to see you try,” she snapped back before shoving him with her shoulder. Despite her struggles, he hadn’t expected the movement; this time he was not prepared for the strength of the attack, and they stumbled back together. His foot found the edge of the pool and slipped. If he hadn’t been holding Alexis or if his wings were working properly he might have corrected his footing. Instead, he and Alexis fell back into the pool, Lev letting go just in time to avoid the same fate. Alexis, expecting to be submerged under water, had the presence of mind to take a deep breath. What she hadn’t expected was to hit her head on the side of the pool on the way down. She let out her precious breath in a groan of pain just before the water closed over her head, and then all went dark. 
 
    * 
 
    Alexis woke up sputtering and coughing, her lungs and head burning. 
 
    “You can stop panicking now; she’s alive.” 
 
    She opened her eyes and stared up blearily at Tal’s green-skinned face. His dark hair was sticking to his skin and his wings drooped behind him, heavy with water. What was he doing here? Why was he wet? She coughed again and turned to the side to vomit more excess water. While she was distracted, Lev took the opportunity to bind her hands with bronze manacles. The rattle attracted her attention, even though she was still a bit dazed. 
 
    “Well, she’s awake,” Tal said, grabbing the chain between her manacles and yanking on them to pull her up.  
 
    “Ow, stop it!” she cried, trying to use her feet to push herself into a standing position, but her shoes were soaked and slid on the smooth black floor. She fell, her bottom smacking the floor with a wet thud. Her hair clung to her cheeks and shoulders in wet clumps and cold water dribbled down her still-damp skin. Lev solicitously wrapped a towel around her and she stared at him sullenly. She didn’t like him touching her, but she couldn’t imagine getting sick would improve her situation at all. 
 
    “If you had behaved yourself, it wouldn’t have come to this,” Tal told her, reaching down to grab her forearm. He gestured to Lev to grab the other and together they brought her to her feet. 
 
    Lev grabbed another towel and began scrubbing her head in a way that might dry her hair, but would leave it a disaster. She batted at his arms with her hands, but didn’t say anything. She was still trying to think up a scathing retort to Tal’s comment when there was a loud, solid knock on the outer door. It didn’t have the same rhythm Jaxith had used, which seemed to set both faeries on edge. “Take her to the bedroom,” Tal ordered Lev.  
 
    Lev immediately dropped the towel he’d been using on her hair and gripped her upper arms so tightly that she was sure his fingers would leave bruises. “Get off me,” she snarled, trying to yank away. All she succeeded in doing was dropping the weight of the other towel from her shoulders. When anger didn’t get his attention, she tried to appeal to him with a whimpered, “You’re hurting me!” If only it hadn’t been the truth. 
 
    “Shut her up,” Tal snapped. 
 
    Lev released one hand so that he could clamp it over her mouth, using his other hand to hold her tightly against the front of his body, apparently unconcerned by her damp state as he dragged her across to the bedroom. He released her only to close the door and throw her on the bed, then he was on top of her, once again covering her mouth with his hand. “Such a shame,” he said, examining what of her body he could see from their pressed together position. The thin gauzy material of the tunic she’d worn to the Court Session clung to her skin, and she was glad that the material was so dark or it might have become transparent from the water. She covered her chest with her bound arms and glared. 
 
    “Your Highness,” Tal said from the other room. He was trying to keep his voice low, but Alexis heard him anyway.  
 
    Keir, on the other hand, didn’t bother to keep his voice low. “I am looking for Alexis.” His tone rang with anger and authority and she didn’t think she’d ever been happier to hear anyone in her life. Immediately, she tried to scream, but Lev’s hand muffled the sound too well. She wrenched her head to the side and pushed her hands against Lev’s chest, sure that if she could just get his hand away from her for one second, she’d be able to scream, and it would be all Keir needed.  
 
    “I’m not sure why you would look for her here, Your Highness.” 
 
    She managed to move her mouth enough that she could sink her teeth into Lev’s flesh, surprising a yelp from him. He flinched and looked at the door guiltily. 
 
    “Who is in the bedroom?” Alexis heard Keir ask, and she wished he could read her mind, because she was currently begging him to find her.  
 
    “A guest of Lady Aoibheann’s. You shouldn’t disturb them, Lady Aoibheann would be quite upset,” Tal began, and it sounded as if his back hit the bedroom door to physically block Keir’s entrance.  
 
    Alexis wasn’t quite sure what happened next. It seemed as if the shadows grew, but there had been no change in the light, and they were all concentrated on the door. And then she realized—it wasn’t just shadows, it was pure, deep darkness that oozed into the room from the cracks around and under the doorway. She’d never seen anything like it, and immediately knew that she didn’t want it touching her. If it did, she might never see the light again. She screamed again against Lev’s palm, terrified, and before she had the chance to draw breath again, Keir was there, throwing the door open as he pushed past Tal. And she realized what she should have known—Keir was the darkness. It bled out from him, absorbing the room, and she wasn’t sure if that made it more frightening or less. At the appearance of the Prince, Lev immediately pushed himself off Alexis and was on the other side of the room before she’d even sat up. His face was pleasantly blank with just a hint of innocence. It might have worked better if Alexis’ wrists had been unlocked or her clothes weren’t sticking to her indecently. 
 
    “Aoibheann ordered this?” Keir asked, not looking away from Alexis or stepping toward her. She almost didn’t want to look at him, but somehow, she couldn’t look away. It wasn’t just the darkness, it was his eyes. She didn’t think she’d ever looked into the eyes of a potential murderer before. He was ready to kill someone, and she wasn’t sure if it made him look more human or less. And even though she was so grateful to him for rescuing her—again, always—she was also very afraid of him. It seemed like their eyes had been locked forever before she finally glanced down and noticed for the first time that his torso was completely bare. Not just of clothing, but his tattoos had disappeared as well. 
 
    No one spoke for a moment, and Alexis looked up again. Tal was clutching at a black band that seemed to be inexorably tightening around his throat, so Lev had to answer, and his tone was very cautious as he replied, “No, Your Highness.” 
 
    “What did she order?” Even Alexis flinched at the quiet, hard edge in Keir’s voice. 
 
    “To keep the girl busy,” Lev replied, his voice barely above a whisper, mere breath formed into words. 
 
    “And so you assault her and chain her? She is mine and you dared to injure and imprison her this way?” His voice rose now, but he still wasn’t yelling. The darkness swelled around him and Tal choked in pain, his hands clawing at the band now in a way that drew silvery blood. 
 
    “The injury was an accident,” Lev whimpered, so low that it was difficult to hear him. He pressed his back into the wall, the darkness almost touching one of his toes.  
 
    “But not the imprisonment?” Keir asked, though he didn’t need an answer, and before anyone could reply, the darkness swallowed Lev. The darkness didn’t block out his form or his screams, and Alexis stared in mute horror as his shadow writhed first against the wall, then collapsed to the floor.  
 
    When she could finally find her voice, she turned away from the horror and whispered his name, just once.  
 
    He immediately approached her. She very carefully did not flinch away from him, and noticed with relief that the darkness avoided the bed. It didn’t come near her, even when Keir sat on the bed and cupped her face.  
 
    “Keir, can you please stop? I just want to get out of here,” she whimpered. Tears streamed down her cheeks before she even realized she was crying. She rubbed her eyes with her fists, the sound of her suppressed sniffles covered by the clanking chains. 
 
    Keir gazed at her for a moment longer, and then the screaming stopped. The darkness pulled away from Lev and back to its master. “Leave,” he said, the simple word heavy in the sudden silence.  
 
    Lev scrambled to his feet. “Of course, Your Highness,” he croaked. He rushed to the door and grabbed Tal, who had been released from his own bindings, and together they stumbled to the door. 
 
    Without turning away from Alexis, Keir spoke again, and Alexis heard both faeries stopping dead in their tracks. “You will never return here. From this day on, you are banished. Go to another Court or join the Solitary for all I care, but if you return to the Dark Court, you will be executed on sight.” His voice was so cold, as if all the anger had seeped out and all that remained was fact. They gave their hurried acquiescence as the door slammed, blocking them from the danger within, and leaving Alexis alone with him. 
 
    Alexis watched as the gathering darkness surrounding Keir condensed, tightening around him, caressing his skin until it flattened into large, black bands. He sat still, simply breathing for a moment, and as he relaxed, the bands shifted to return to the swirling, tribal tattoos Alexis had seen before. And with that, Alexis relaxed. Oh, she now knew without a doubt that he was probably one of the most dangerous creatures she’d met so far, but in a way, he was hers, and that somehow made it okay. She smiled up at him, though her lips trembled slightly. “You found me,” she squeaked, then cleared her throat. 
 
    He pressed his forehead against hers and whispered, “I will always find you.” And she believed him. Finally, he dropped his hands from her face and rested them on the manacles. Even without a key they popped open, as if even they didn’t doubt his authority, and he gently lifted them from her wrists before tossing them onto the other side of the bed. “Where are you hurt?” he asked. 
 
    She touched her forehead and winced. She hadn’t had a chance to explore the wound before she’d been dragged into the bedroom. There didn’t appear to be any blood, so she could honestly tell him. “It’s just a bump. We fell in the pool.” 
 
    She expected him to be angry, but either he was afraid of showing her more of his darkness, or he had expended it all on other targets. All he did was raise an eyebrow in that familiar fashion and ask, “Do I want to know?” 
 
    The smile she gave him this time was more genuine without any wobble at all. “I doubt it. I mean, I could tell you, but I really just want to get out of here.” 
 
    “Of course.” And he stood up, but instead of stepping away from her, he reached forward and slipped his arms under her, bringing her up to hold to his chest as he backed away from the bed. 
 
    “I can walk,” she protested. When that didn’t work, she added, “And you’ll get wet.” He didn’t dignify either comment with a response. She hadn’t really expected him to put her down, so she wrapped her arms around his neck and turned her head into his shoulder to hide her smile. She didn’t really want to walk anyway. 
 
    Shifting her head so that he could hear her, her next question was, “So where are you taking me? Back to my old rooms?” 
 
    “No.” He didn’t elaborate; he simply carried her out of the room and down the hall. She wondered how far he was going to be able to carry her before he started showing signs of strain—carrying anyone for a long time had to be difficult, and as Tal had annoyingly reminded her, she wasn’t a lightweight. 
 
    She felt strangely calm and relaxed, but decided that she needed to keep a conversation going, even if she had to drag the words from him. “Good, because I have to tell you, I wasn’t looking forward to it. Which reminds me, I have to tell you about Jaxith.” 
 
    “I already know the situation.” 
 
    “You do?” she asked, turning her head so that she could see his expression, but from this angle she couldn’t decipher it. 
 
    “Jaxith waylaid me to explain, or I might have been there sooner.” 
 
    “Because you felt my distress,” she reasoned. 
 
    “I did, yes.” His lips quirked. “Glad of my claim now, are you?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” It took some effort to maneuver, but she managed to lean forward to give him a quick kiss on the cheek and whisper against his skin, “Thank you.” 
 
    He sighed and whispered, so quietly she almost didn’t hear it, “I never want to let you go.” 
 
    “Well, you’re going to have to,” she said cavalierly. “I don’t think you can just carry me around all day, it would get in the way of your important princely business.” 
 
    He chuckled. “It would make an impression, though. I might even start a new fashion. And,” he gave her a stern look, “It might be the only way to guarantee your safety.” 
 
    She stuck her tongue out at him, which surprised him into chuckling, the soft rumble in his chest comforting her. Sighing, she laid her head on his shoulder again. Levity was nice, but they did have serious things to discuss. “What am I going to do? Aoibheann has Molly and she’s not gonna let me anywhere near her until the time is up and I’m stuck here.” She lifted her head up to look at him with hopeful eyes. “I don’t suppose you can banish her like her faery boys, could you?” 
 
    He shook his head slowly, his expression displaying his displeasure and regret. “She is my mother’s cousin and here at her behest. Unless she directly harmed you, I have no sway with her.” 
 
    “So, that means you probably can’t order her to let Molly go either.” 
 
    “If Molly were sworn to Our Court I could, but Halflings have a strange status with us.” 
 
    She pursed her lips. “Jaxith told you that part too, huh?” 
 
    He nodded once. “He told me all he knew.” 
 
    Sighing, she asked, “So what’s different about Halflings?” 
 
    “They are in an in-between stage. They are not truly mortal or fae; they are part of both worlds without completely fitting into the rules of either. Molly has lived most of her life as a mortal, if I understand correctly.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right.” 
 
    “So she could have the same standing as other mortals, which means she could be claimed, as you are. I suspect Aoibheann has already handled that, or one of her supporters. This wouldn’t be ideal because that means Aoibheann has rights to do with her what she will.” Alexis raised an eyebrow at that. He mimicked her and waited until she relaxed against him again before continuing. “However, if Molly decides to claim her status as one of the fae, no others can claim her, but she would have to swear an oath to a Court. Most follow the steps of their parents—in her case, that would make her part of Our Court. But some follow the steps of their species, and the faeries usually swear to the Seelie Court. Others choose based solely on preference.” 
 
    “Molly would choose the Summer Court,” Alexis said with conviction.  
 
    His lips quirked in amusement. “Also a popular choice for faeries. But you see the dilemma. If she decided to swear her allegiance to our Court, I could order Aoibheann to release her. However, there are other problems that come with Halflings swearing to the Courts. She would never be able to fully return to the Mortal Realm, she would have to return here from time to time to revisit her faery roots. And if the conflict with the Solitary fae becomes such that Our Court goes to war, she may be called to help.” 
 
    Alexis sighed and removed one arm from around his neck to rub her temple. “Great, so either Molly is claimed by Aoibheann, who can do whatever she wants with her, or she owes her allegiance to a Court that may go to war. This just keeps getting better and better.” 
 
    They were approaching a golden gate. Two guards waited on either side of the gate, a spear in one hand and swords at their belts. They were both satyrs, one of the fae Alexis recognized from myth—they had large, ram horns and the hindquarters and cloven hooves of a goat. They stood seven feet tall from horn to hoof, and they were completely naked. Alexis turned away, blushing beet red. But of course, Keir had to walk in that direction, so she closed her eyes as soon as she heard the gate open and refused to look at them. Well, she peeked, but only briefly. She heard them chuckling, but decided she didn’t care if they knew she was embarrassed. 
 
    When she heard the gate close again, she opened her eyes and was surprised that the hallway in front of them was very abrupt, with only one door on each side and enough space beyond to hint at generously sized quarters. Keir approached the door on the left—made of a dark mahogany wood with black designs that carved paths throughout the wood, moving along the wood in the same way his tattoos moved along his skin. The door opened on its own and they entered. She looked over her shoulder at the other door, which was made of solid bronze and had metal roses blossoming from it, their petals moving as if in a gentle breeze. She knew where she was—the door they entered must be Keir’s rooms, and the other led to the Queen’s. She wondered for a moment if Saeron shared the rooms with her. Curious to see Keir’s room, she turned to examine his chambers, her lips parting in awe. 
 
    There was a huge bed, with black sheets and red hangings, in the center of the room. It looked like several people could sleep comfortably on it, even if they rolled around and kicked all night, and yet it seemed to barely take up any space in the massive room. Keir’s rooms were similar to her guest quarters, where everything was gathered in one open area instead of separated by doors like in a human house. On one side of the room there was a shower with a bronze showerhead suspended from the high walls of the hedges and a drain carved into the floor, but there were no doors or curtains, it was completely open to the room and offered absolutely no privacy. It was far enough away from the rest of the furniture that, even if the water had a wide spray, not a drop would get anywhere but on the rosebush walls and the floor. 
 
     On the other side of the room there was a mahogany desk with books scattered across it resting between, of all things, an inkwell and a quill. Somehow, it hadn’t occurred to her that the fae might use quills—the ent had used his finger, and she’d somehow just assumed that everyone else had used pens. Maybe not ballpoint pens, but something at least slightly more modern. Or perhaps it was just a quirk of Keir’s—maybe everyone else used perfectly normal pens, and he simply preferred quills. She’d have to ask him later, when she wasn’t so distracted by her current perusal.  
 
    Beside the desk there was a wardrobe, large enough that Alexis and Keir could step into it and still have room to—she blushed, cutting off the thought as she quickly looked elsewhere. There wasn’t much else unusual about the room. He had three bookshelves—which made her jealous, she only had one at home—and several plush black chairs scattered here and there, some off in corners alone, solitary places meant for solitary pursuits, and a few arranged into what looked like a little conversation area. It was much cozier than she expected, and she immediately liked it. 
 
    When she finished surveying the room, she shifted and realized that Keir was still holding her, and the strangest part was he seemed content to just stand there and allow her to look around while she remained in his arms. She blushed again and cleared her throat and he immediately lowered her feet to the ground, though he kept his arm around her waist. His chest glistened where her damp clothes had pressed against him and left their mark. She blushed hotter and even though she was embarrassed, she managed to look up into his eyes as she asked, “Will your wardrobe have something for me to wear, or is it tailored to you?” 
 
    He chuckled and informed her, “It is a simple wardrobe, with no enchantment. The clothes in there are mine, but you should find something just the same.” 
 
    She pulled away from him—shivering slightly when his hand lingered around her waist until she was out of reach—and hurried to the wardrobe. It was just because she was tired of the damp, clinging clothes, she told herself, not because she was excited by the idea of wearing something of his. 
 
    “Forgive me, but I should leave you now.” 
 
    “Leave?” she squeaked, whirling around, her hands convulsively clutching the wardrobe doors in a sudden spurt of fright. “What do you mean leave? Why would you leave?” 
 
    His lips quirked at her distress and she scowled at him, which only made him outright smile. “You left your possessions in the guest quarters, correct? I thought you should rest while I retrieved it. I was also in the middle of business, which I unfortunately need to complete. Once all of that is finished, I will be at your service for the rest of the evening.” He bowed to her, still smiling. 
 
    “Oh, right. Well, I’ll be here,” she said, trying to sound casual as she gestured to the room and as if she hadn’t been on the verge of a panic attack. 
 
    His smile slipped as his face became serious. “Please make sure you are. I would not be happy if I returned and discovered you gone.” 
 
    Somehow, his displeasure made her begin to relax again. “Duly noted.” 
 
    He approached the door and paused, as if he was waiting for something. She wasn’t sure if she was correct, but Alexis thought she knew what it was. They moved at the same time and met in the middle of the room. She leaned up on her tip toes, pushing her hands through his hair and he placed his hands back on her waist as they kissed. It was brief and sweet and she pulled away before he could deepen it. “See you soon,” she said, her breathing embarrassingly fast as she turned away. 
 
    “As soon as I am able,” he murmured and left her, closing the door to his room behind him. 
 
    She returned to the wardrobe and finally opened the doors. When she saw the contents inside—black after black, with only the occasional break of color—she smiled. Another question to ask him—was all of the black his actual preference, or was it because of his ties to the Court? Somehow, even only knowing him a few days, she suspected it was just his preference. She reached forward and touched one of the shirts at random, her fingers barely grazing the material. It didn’t really matter which one she picked, so she pulled it off the wooden hanger and held it up to herself. It was long enough to be a dress, if she was willing to have a very short skirt. Just in case, she examined his pants, holding them up to her waist, but her hips were too big and the legs were too long. He didn’t appear to have any belts or shorts. She shrugged; the shirt would work while she was in the privacy of his room.  
 
    A relaxed smile spread across her lips because she had to admit that she wanted to see the look on his face when he came back and found her wearing it. Humming to herself, she began undressing, then had a moment of panic—she’d put the necklace in her pants pocket, but was it still—after a frantic moment, she felt the small lumps and pulled the necklace out by its leather strap. She was tired, but she took the time to fiddle with the clasp until it was once again fixed, placed it back around her neck, and then she changed the rest of her clothes. Wearing a shirt that reached past mid-thigh, her slightly damp underwear, and nothing else she crawled under the covers of the bed and sighed. More tired than she’d realized, she fell asleep immediately and didn’t wake up until he returned.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six: Pillow Talk 
 
      
 
    Alexis woke up when she felt the bed shift under her. She blinked sleepily and rolled over onto the side facing the movement, smiling when she saw Keir perched on the edge. “Hey,” she murmured. 
 
    “Did you rest well?” he asked as he unlaced one of his boots. 
 
    “Mmhmm.” She stretched and pushed herself into a sitting position, letting the covers slip off her until she kicked them away with her feet. She thought she’d be more self-conscious only wearing his shirt, with so much of her legs exposed, but after a quick appreciative glance, he kept his eyes on her face. Glancing behind her, she smiled guiltily, “I got your pillow all wet.” 
 
    “I have others.” He reached forward and tugged on one of her wild curls. They’d half dried into a wild array, but her hair was still damp enough that the curl didn’t bounce back into place. “You have—what is the phrase?” 
 
    “Bed head?” she suggested, mussing her hair further with one hand. When she ran her hands over her head she noticed that the bump she’d received from her fall in the tub was already healed. “I have a question.” 
 
    “You always have questions,” he replied, tugging off his boot and then turning his attention to the other one.  
 
    She pursed her lips, wondering if that meant she shouldn’t ask. When he didn’t encourage or discourage her, she decided to forge ahead. “Is it magic that makes me heal so quickly? Cuts and bumps just sort of melt away—I forget about it until I realize it’s gone.” 
 
    “It is,” he agreed, tugging his second boot off before turning to her with raised eyebrows. “Is that all you wanted to know?’ 
 
    “Well, no, I mean, what I really want to know is, is it true that the fae are immortal?” 
 
    His gaze lowered to the bed as he seemed to consider her answer. She scooched over to make room for him. It wasn’t necessary because of the bed’s available space, but it was an open invitation, one that he took without comment. He lay down on his side, propping his head up with one hand so that he could look at her properly. After a moment, his other hand settled on Alexis’ hip, a light, tentative touch that made her blush, but she didn’t shift away from him. “I suppose it depends on your definition of immortal. I will not die of natural causes,” he confirmed. “But there is an end to all things, even for the fae.” 
 
    She pursed her lips thoughtfully, trying to decide which question she should ask next. Finally, she settled on, “So how old are you?’ 
 
    His lips twitched, but he didn’t fully smile. “I have not yet reached my third century.” Her mouth fell open and for a long moment she stared at him. He had to break the silence. “And how old are you?” 
 
    “Seventeen. Well, I will be in August. August nineteenth,” she clarified, wondering if he even remembered the actual date of his birth after nearly three hundred years. 
 
    “You have many years ahead of you,” he commented, unperturbed by the age difference. 
 
    She snorted. “Yeah, I guess.” 
 
    He moved his hand, rubbing her hip gently. “There is one other thing you should know.” 
 
    “Oh?” she raised her eyebrows at him. 
 
    “Living in Tír na nÓg can extend a mortal’s life. You could spend decades here and still look barely seventeen,” he replied. 
 
    “What if I wanted to look older than seventeen?” she asked. She wondered why he brought it up, but wanted to avoid that line of questioning. Had he given up on her finding Molly and returning home? Had he not only accepted it, but started looking forward to it, as Aoibheann implied? She had to fight the urge to inch away from him, but his hand stilled in response to her new tension.  
 
    “Age is more of a concept here than a reality,” he explained. “The Seelie Queen prefers to wear her age, in a way. She’s one of the oldest fae, and though her body is still strong, she looks perhaps the equivalent of a mortal grandmother. I think she likes the comparison, because people mistake her for being kindly. On the other hand, the Unseelie Queen spent centuries presenting herself as a child until she grew bored with the idea and progressed into her adolescent years. The process is not quite as flexible for mortals, you cannot make yourself look any younger or older than you do now, but you could control the rate at which you age. It takes time to learn, though.” 
 
    Because she was too afraid to ask if he was trying to imply something, she decided to change the subject. “What happened with Jaxith? You said he came and told you what happened?” 
 
    His expression hardened, his jaw tensed. “Yes, I spoke with the wolf.” 
 
    “And what did he tell you?” 
 
    “He gave me a rough explanation of the events. At first, Aoibheann had only asked him to retrieve Molly. He expected to bring her back himself after a few weeks of investigation, but Aoibheann became impatient and sent her grandson instead. Jaxith has not met Molly. He expected his role to be finished, but Aoibheann required something more—he needed to bring you to the Dark Court, by whatever means available.” She was amazed she could still understand him with his jaw clenched so tightly that a muscle was twitching. “She did not know that I had already claimed you. He was meant to compel you to accompany him, but you threw yourself into this mess whole heartedly,” he said drily. 
 
    She frowned. “You mean he would have brought me anyway? Without a deal or anything? Well that’s a load of crap,” she muttered. “I just made it easier for him.” 
 
    He didn’t seem to want to say the next part, but he did admit, “Unfortunately, I believe that is a good thing. You have proven yourself to have a strong resistance to compulsion, and if you had not gone willingly, he may have forced you, and hurt you in the process.” His hand tightened on her hip and she jumped, startled, and he immediately pulled his hand away from her. 
 
    “Wait, I thought you meant compel like, convince me. What do you really mean?” 
 
    He watched her face for a long moment and didn’t try to touch her again. Finally, he explained, “There are many types of magic the fae use. There are two specifically used for the … benefit of mortals. Glamour and compulsion.” 
 
    “Glamour is illusion, so what’s compulsion? Mind control?” she asked, her eyes widening in horror. 
 
    “It is more influence than control,” he admitted, but he seemed to have a hard time meeting her eyes. “I could not force you to do anything you were abjectly against, but I could persuade you to my side, or to pursue an action you would not normally take, but was not against your moral standards.” 
 
    She frowned in confusion. “I don’t get it. So, it’s like hypnosis? And why am I resistant to it?” 
 
    “Perhaps because you are so stubborn,” he muttered. 
 
    She huffed in pretend outrage. “I am not.” 
 
    He raised both eyebrows in surprise and she stuck her tongue out at him. He chuckled and leaned forward, baring his teeth as if to bite her tongue. Yelping, she pulled her tongue back into her mouth and sealed her lips. He chuckled again, softly, and settled back down into a comfortable position. 
 
    She thought for a moment about his comments and then asked, “So it doesn’t work on me?” 
 
    “I said you were resistant, not immune. Do you remember your actions at the campsite? You suddenly stood up and walked away from the protection of the others, alone, along a dark path with which you were unfamiliar.” 
 
    She nodded, frowning. “Yeah, that was kind of stupid of me.” 
 
    He shrugged the shoulder not pressed into the bed. “Not stupid. You probably had the desire to get away, and then Tal used a compulsion to encourage you. When you might have normally thought better of your actions, he took away those inhibitions and instincts.” 
 
    Her eyes widened as she thought about her interactions with Tal and Lev. Then she remembered Sirius, sitting on the bench and gazing up at him, ready to kiss him after only knowing him for an hour. “Does someone have to touch me to compel me?” 
 
    He nodded solemnly. “Yes, but only for a moment. The compulsion lasts until you realize it is there and throw it off or until you are released from it.” 
 
    She pursed her lips, considering all the times someone had touched her since she’d been tossed into this mess. They couldn’t possibly have all been trying to compel her, but how much of what she’d done in the past few weeks had been influenced? First, she needed to understand exactly what the boundaries were. “Okay, well, you said compulsion doesn’t work when you’re going against someone’s nature. So if you tried to tell me to kill someone right now, I would be able to resist unless it’s what I really wanted to do?” 
 
    “Yes, but also less extreme examples, especially in your case. You’ve quite frustrated me, to be honest,” he explained with a slight smile. 
 
    She gasped in real outrage and sat up. “You tried to compel me?” 
 
    He rolled onto his back and nodded. The position seemed submissive, and his expression was open but wary, and some of her anger at him slipped away. 
 
    Still, she needed to know exactly what he had done to her before she could properly relax again. “What? When?” 
 
    She almost hoped he would look sheepish, but he was very straightforward with his reply. “When I first met you, and a few times after. I tried to compel you to stop asking questions about your friend, but the more I tried, the sooner you would throw it off. As I said, it has been quite aggravating.” 
 
    Her mouth twisted in distaste as she looked down at him. Then she made a decision and announced, “I want you to try it now. Right now. I want to know what it feels like when I’m looking for it.” 
 
    He pushed himself into a sitting position and reached out to her. “I will try something easy first.” He grazed one finger over her forearm and murmured, “Every time I say your name, you will want to kiss me.” 
 
    She waited and then snorted. “That’s it? But I didn’t even feel anything.” Narrowing her eyes at him, she asked, “Did you even really try?” 
 
    His lips crooked in a half-smile. “When I said easy, I did not mean it would be easy to detect, I meant it was easy to influence. It is easiest when you already want to do it, Alexis.” 
 
    “Right, like I want to—” she started, and the end of her sentence was lost against his lips. She blinked at him as she pulled away. “But I,” she began, frowning. “I didn’t even feel anything! Do it again.” 
 
    “Alexis, I—” his words were interrupted as she kissed him again. He chuckled. This was the first time she’d seen him so relaxed and she wondered if he was only so tense the other times because he wasn’t in control. 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” she scolded him, though she was now fighting a smile of her own. This was a serious lesson she needed—they’d have time for levity later, she hoped. “I meant do something else. Something I can throw off.” 
 
    He sighed forlornly. “But I was having so much fun.” She narrowed her eyes at him and waited until he grinned and grabbed her wrist, pulling her down so that she settled on his chest. She smothered a laugh, then lifted her head and tried to give him a stern look. He told her very solemnly, “For better contact.” With a burst of laughter, she rested her forehead on his chest again as she tried to suppress her giggles. When she was under control, she lifted her head and gave him an impatient and expectant look. “Very well, I will do something more obvious.” He ran his hand up her arm, from elbow to shoulder and then back, just the tip of his fingers brushing so softly that his touch raised goosebumps. “Go home,” he whispered. “Your friend is with family here—she is safe. I will talk to my mother about releasing you from your deal, but you need to go home.” 
 
    Her eyes unfocused as she imagined her parents worried about her. She had her senior year starting in the fall, and college after that. She wanted to be a teacher. If she couldn’t find Molly, all of that was lost unless she took Keir up on his offer. But she couldn’t leave Molly. She had to talk to her, explain how everyone missed her at home. If she really wanted to stay … but she needed to know first. She blinked, the room coming back into focus in a snap and she stared at Keir who was patiently waiting for her reaction. She smiled at him, but there was a touch of sadness in her expression. “Nope, I’m staying, at least until I find her.” 
 
    He heaved an exaggerated sigh that raised and lowered his chest like a wave, almost causing Alexis to laugh again. “As I said, you have a frustratingly remarkable resistance to that suggestion. All you will need to do is work on the subtler ones, Alexis.” 
 
    She was an inch away from his lips before she paused and thought about what she was doing. With a moment to breathe and think, she decided that this particular urge to kiss him had been the compulsion. She waited a moment until he slumped in disappointment, and then she gave him a quick peck on the lips before rolling off him. Her actions managed to surprise a laugh out of him and she grinned in triumph as she sat cross legged on the bed. “So, all I have to do is question the motives behind every action I take, huh?” 
 
    Shifting to his side again, he confirmed, “It’s one method, yes. But you’ll have to be vigilant, because if you let your guard slip you may relapse into old actions.” 
 
    She pursed her lips, trying to hide a smile as she said, “Well, you won’t be getting any more kisses from me.” 
 
    He grinned back and murmured, “We will see.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and tried to think of a change of topic. What had they been discussing before he taught her about compulsion? Right, Jaxith. “So, wouldn’t it have been super easy for Jaxith to compel me to go with him? I already wanted to.”  
 
    Keir’s easy-going mien dropped and she watched as his body tensed. It was amazing how quickly he had gone from happy and relaxed to ready to pounce—it was probably a good thing he didn’t have a target. “He might have, but I think he wanted to leave his sister unaware of the situation, so he was going to make a deal with you first, and if you were uncooperative he would have compelled you. But then he hesitated when he saw my mark and would have backed out altogether if Jynx had not convinced him.” 
 
    “He had time to tell you all of that?” 
 
    His lips twitched, but he didn’t smile. “He told me enough that I could infer the rest.” 
 
    She nodded at that, and then she really thought about what he’d said. She remembered Jaxith’s hesitation and Jynx’s sudden enthusiastic encouragement for the plan. Well, she’d known that Jynx had seen Keir’s mark on her wrist, but she hadn’t realized how much it had impacted their decisions. “But you don’t think Jynx was really involved in the scheme.” 
 
     He considered this for a moment and shifted up to lean on one elbow so that they were eye to eye instead of him looking up at her. “I do not know her well, but I had the impression she was not involved. Though perhaps he was merely trying to protect his sister.” 
 
    “Mm, no, you know, I think she’d have more fun sabotaging Aoibheann’s plot than assisting. And he even sent her off before taking me to Aoibheann, so I think you’re right, she probably wasn’t involved.” She nodded once. “Good to know. But what happened after that?” 
 
    “I did not have time for a full explanation. He is in custody, if you would like to question him further, but all I can give you are more conclusions I have drawn from the events.” 
 
    “Conclude away,” she said, waving her hand. 
 
    “Very well. As far as I can tell, he brought you to the ball so that Lev and Tal could maneuver you into Aoibheann’s hands. I suspect she had invited you to the ball for that purpose.” 
 
    She grinned. “Well, it’s a good thing you were there to interrupt. But you know, I kind of thought that you had invited me.” 
 
    He frowned at her. “No, I was rather irritated to find you there, and in such a position.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, you liked playing the White Knight,” she accused, nudging him with one of her toes.  
 
    He grabbed her foot and scowled at her, but his hand was gentle as he idly ran his fingers up and down her instep. “It is not a role I relish, only one that I take on when stubborn little mortals find themselves in precarious positions.” 
 
    She huffed, only partially pretending to be offended. “Fine! I won’t make you play it then.” 
 
    “See that you do not,” he told her with a firm nod, but he squeezed her foot reassuringly before letting it go. 
 
    She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. It stubbornly fell right back against her cheek, but this time she ignored it. “So, when did you find out I was in the Faery Realm? Was it just at the dance?” 
 
    “I knew as soon as you stepped foot in the Woods, but you had spurned my offers for help, and I had given you what I could.” He nodded at the necklace, which was resting atop her borrowed shirt. “I had not intended to interfere again unless it was absolutely necessary, but,” he hesitated. 
 
    She grinned. “Were you jealous because I was dancing with someone else?” 
 
    “It was not your choice,” he muttered. 
 
    She rolled her eyes and shifted closer to him, reaching out and resting her hand on the bed so that the tips of her fingers rested against his bare chest. Something moved under her fingers and she jerked back in surprise—she’d been touching one of the tattoos and even after seeing what they could do, she hadn’t realized she’d feel them moving on his skin. They elicited some fear, but more curiosity, and she couldn’t resist reaching her hand out and touching them again. The sensation was something like a ribbon sliding between his skin and hers, surprisingly soft and pleasant for magic that could become so intense and frightening. She traced one and looked back up at him with a wide smile. He smiled back at her, amused by her excitement and curiosity.  
 
    “Sorry, got distracted, go on,” she said, settling her hand back on the bed between them. 
 
    “I suspect Jaxith was instructed to bring you to Aoibheann after the Court Session ended, but he could not once my mother made her pronouncement. If he brought you to Molly, he would have ruined Aoibheann’s careful planning.” 
 
    “Yeah, she pretty much said the same thing.” 
 
    He nodded. “He spent enough time pretending to search for Molly that you would not grow suspicious, and possibly as a way to keep his sister distracted. As far as I understand it, Jynx’s search was more genuine.”  
 
    “That’s because she wants to be a redhead,” Alexis explained with a shrug, placing her hands on her ankles. When he looked confused, she explained, “That’s the deal I made with them. They keep me safe in the Faery Realm and help me find Molly, and in return I give them my hair color, though I’m still a bit fuzzy on that part.” Then she frowned. “So what happens with my deal with him now that he kind of, you know, double-crossed me?” 
 
    Keir frowned back at her. “You have not said: did your deal include your safe return home?” 
 
    She turned and looked up at the ceiling, not wanting to see his expression sour as she admitted, “I thought it was implied.” 
 
    “It was not.” His voice was hard and she peeked down at him, but his eyes were unfocused, his anger directed elsewhere. 
 
    “So, what? He gets his prize and I get nothing?” she demanded, scowling. 
 
    He sighed and reached out to touch her knee. “Once you reach Molly safely, your deal is concluded.” 
 
    She laid her hand over his and mulled over her mistakes. Taking in a deep, slow breath, she released it with a count of ten. “Okay, so he kept me distracted, then what?” 
 
    “Tal and Lev were most likely planning to grab you after this last Court Session, but you were well surrounded and they wisely were attempting not to catch my attention. I believe they hoped I would be distracted by my duties to the Court long enough for them to keep you occupied, but the Session was short and the Elf Leader was not going to waste time before recruiting our subjects to his cause.” 
 
    She wanted to ask about Sirius, but she bit her lip and held back the questions. It was more important for now to find out what had happened while she was locked away. 
 
    “Jaxith explained that you had found some sort of clue in your search for Molly,” he paused and waited, but she indicated with her hand that she would tell him in a moment, “and so he had to act quickly and deliver you to Aoibheann himself. He made sure to emphasis that he was only paying a debt, and once that debt was paid he immediately found me to explain.” 
 
    Alexis sighed and almost couldn’t believe what she was about to say. “Don’t be too hard on him.” 
 
    He pushed himself into a sitting position and considered her. “I cannot tell if you are being very generous or if you know something that makes you pity him.” 
 
    “Sure, I know something,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I know you’re scary as shit.” 
 
    He jerked back from her as if her words had physically pained him. 
 
    She sighed and pushed her hand through her hair. “I’m sorry, that came out wrong, it’s just … that thing with Lev? No offense, but I really do not ever want to see that again. It was just,” she shivered, unable to finish her sentence as she recalled the screams. “Just don’t do that to Jaxith, okay? I know he kind of got me into this mess—hell, he helped get Molly into this mess too—but,” she paused and gave him a sheepish smile, “He came straight to you, so that’s got to count for something.” 
 
    “It does,” he assured her, reaching toward her, but then he paused. She realized that he must still feel self-conscious after she accused him of being scary, so she set her hand on his and gave him a reassuring pat. He clasped her fingers and brought them to his lips for a brief kiss before releasing them. “What I did to the faery … I was very angry, it is not a tactic to which I usually resort.” 
 
     “Okay, so no darkness torture. So, what are you going to do with him?” 
 
    “You have no need to worry about the wolf. His punishment was one of the parts of business I had to attend to while you rested. Even though he repented, he still interfered with my claim, endangering someone under my protection. I decided it was time for him to learn what protecting someone meant, so I,” he paused and smiled slowly, baring his teeth, “volunteered him to the elves’ cause. He will protect them against the Solitary or die trying.” 
 
    It was better than he deserved, and it spoke very highly of Keir. Alexis was glad that her concerns had been unfounded, though a little embarrassed at her own assumptions. She lay down on her side and pulled the covers around her, snuggling into them as she sorted through her thoughts. She locked eyes with Keir, and for a long moment they simply watched each other. There was something in his expression that seemed tender, and she wondered how on earth he had ever become so attached to her in the first place. Suddenly reminded of Jynx’s claim that the fae men liked her so much because of her hair color, she frowned and asked, “Do you only like me because I’m a redhead?” 
 
    The question surprised him so much he laughed. But after a moment of taking in her serious expression, his eyes widened in incredulity and he asked, “Why would you think that?” 
 
    “What? It’s just a question,” she grumbled, burrowing into the blankets until she had made herself into what she was sure was a rather unattractive cocoon.  
 
    He tugged on the blankets, pulling her closer to him until he could wrap his arms around her, even bundled as she was. She felt his chest rumbling and looked up at him with narrowed eyes—she was right, he was laughing. “There are so many more important questions to ask.” She squirmed against him, trying to push away, but he held her closer. “But to answer your question, I do like your hair. It is vibrant and fiery and eye-catching. I have no trouble spotting you in a crowd, which makes it easier to keep an eye on you, since you do tend to wander. But there is so much more to you.” Instead of elaborating, he stroked her hair away from her face and asked, “Do you only like me for my appearance?” 
 
    She scrunched up her nose and gave a childish response. “Who said I like you?” 
 
    “It was implied,” he replied drily. 
 
    She turned her face away, the only part of her that could easily move, and said with her nose in the air, “Well, maybe you’re just reading into things.” 
 
    He snuggled closer and whispered in her ear, “Then I have not been working hard enough and will need to amend that.” 
 
    She blushed as his hands traveled over her back, firm and warm even through the blankets, and her chest tightened as her breathing became shallow. She wiggled out of the blanket so that she could grab his hands and stall him before he moved on to less innocent places. “I don’t,” she licked her lips and tried again, “I’m not really…”  
 
    His hands retreated and he settled them in safe places on the mattress, in clear view, without question or comment. She relaxed and adjusted the blanket around her so that it was looser, but still acting as a shield between him and her bare legs, in case he was tempted to try again. She still wanted to know what he liked so much about her, but she supposed if she couldn’t be honest with him and admit her interest, she shouldn’t be allowed to ask him such personal questions. So she picked a safer, and much more important, topic. “I still need to find Molly before … how many days do I have left?” 
 
    “Tomorrow is your last day,” he confirmed. 
 
    She sighed and turned so that she was facing the ceiling. “That’s not much time. I’ll need some help.” Pursing her lips, she thought about her options. Then she suggested, “Maybe Sirius would help.” 
 
    Keir sat up at that and looked down at her with a furrowed brow. “The Elf Leader? Why is this any concern of his? Or of any interest?”  
 
    She bit her lip, wondering if that was the wrong thing to say. “Uh, Jaxith didn’t mention it? We sort of met him on our way here. He was nice, sympathetic, so I thought maybe he’d be willing to help?” It came out as a question, because Keir’s expression had become thunderous. 
 
    “In what way? And at what price?” he demanded. 
 
    She pushed herself up on her elbows. “Well, I don’t know, do you have a better idea?” 
 
    He paused and pulled his hand out of his hair and gave her a stern, no arguments sort of look. “You do not need him; I will help you.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows at him and mimicked, “At what price?” 
 
    “You would rather pay his price,” he said, becoming very still.  
 
    She imagined predators sometimes became that way right before they attacked, so she said the next words very carefully. “No, that’s not what I meant.” She sighed and flopped back down on the bed, covering her eyes with her arm. She didn’t want to look at him as she asked, “But you do have a price, don’t you? Nothing here is ever free.” 
 
    “It is the same in your world; you are simply not as honest about it.” 
 
    She huffed and removed her arm from her eyes so that she could look at him. His expression was now a mixture of annoyance, pity, and resignation—but mostly annoyance. She started laughing. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” She took a deep breath and thought over exactly what she was prepared to agree to. “Okay, I’ll do whatever you want, within reason. What I want, and what I need, is for Molly and me to both get home. And by home, I mean the Mortal Realm. And by ‘get there’ I mean soon, not a few decades from now.” 
 
    His lips quirked. “You are learning quite well.” 
 
    “I try. So, do we need to make an official deal or what?” she asked, pushing herself back into a sitting position, the blanket still draped across her lap. 
 
    “I will help return Molly and yourself to the Mortal Realm and do what I can to guarantee your safety while you are there.” He reached out and smoothed her hair down on one side. “As much as I wish it, I will not always be there to protect you.” 
 
    “I don’t expect you to be. What do you want in return?” 
 
    He didn’t reply at first, then he murmured, “I will tell you if I succeed.” 
 
    Disappointed, she wanted to press the point, but decided it didn’t matter. She had already said she would do anything for Molly, it didn’t matter what Keir wanted in return as long as he kept his promise. “Okay, but you’ll tell me before I leave, right? I don’t want to go home and find out what you want five years from now, okay?” 
 
    He smiled slightly. “You have nothing to worry about on that score. I will not let you leave without collecting some form of payment.” 
 
    She nodded. “Well, I guess that’ll have to be good enough for now.” And then she had to think of how to explain the next part; she nibbled on her lip, stalling, but eventually blurted, “I have an idea, but you aren’t going to like it, especially since I’m not sure how well it will work.” 
 
    His jaw tightened, but he nodded, gesturing for her to continue.  
 
    She took a deep breath and said in a rush, “I think we need to find something of Aoibheann’s to trade.” 
 
    “Trade?” he asked, his brow furrowing in confusion. 
 
    “You know; something or maybe someone she cares about enough that she’d be willing to give Molly up for. Do you know anything like that?” 
 
    By his expression, she guessed that he might, but that he didn’t want to admit it. As the seconds passed, she returned to nervously nibbling on her lip, wondering what she would do if he changed his mind about helping her.  
 
    Finally, he spoke. “I may have an idea, but I do not relish putting it into action.”  
 
    “Dangerous?” she guessed, but she was smiling. If he spoke, that must mean that even if he didn’t like it, he was willing to try. Or at least, she hoped that’s what it meant. 
 
    “Unfortunately. We would need to see to a few certain … safeguards,” he explained, looking her directly in the eye as if trying to impart just how serious this was without giving her anymore details just yet. 
 
    “I’m fine with whatever you think is necessary. I trust you.” 
 
    He reached forward and smoothed down her hair, tucking a section of curls behind her ear. “Very well. It is very important that you do exactly as I say.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven: Plan of Action 
 
      
 
    Several hours later, Alexis slipped out of the bed while Keir was sleeping. She found her backpack discarded on the desk and rifled through it—it had become extremely unorganized during the adventure so far, and it seemed that what she was looking for had slipped straight to the bottom. She was starving, but didn’t want to take the time to eat, so she was disgruntled to find that the food had somehow made its way to the top. All she wanted right now were her jeans. It was one thing to prance around Keir’s bedroom in his over-large shirt and nothing else; it was something else entirely to roam about the whole Court half-naked as she looked for Molly. Rustling alerted her to Keir’s movements as he stirred—she halted, her breath caught in her chest as she waited—but he didn’t wake up. She made as little noise as possible as she finally found her cleanest pair of jeans and pulled them on, hopping once to bring them over her hips. She looked at the bed again, but Keir seemed to have settled back into sleep. 
 
    Very carefully she tiptoed across the room, reminded of that night all those weeks ago, when she had snuck out of her house to attend a party with Molly. She pushed the door open, relieved when it didn’t make a sound—no ominous creak or squeak, she was going to get away without waking him. 
 
    She looked apprehensively at his mother’s door, not sure what her reaction would be to find Alexis in the Royal Quarters. Satisfied that the Queen wasn’t going to catch her, she quickly walked down the hallway. When she reached the end, two guards waited silently by the doors—she wasn’t sure, but she thought that they were different satyrs than when she’d first arrived. She paused a few steps beyond them and looked back at them, wondering if they would stop her. 
 
    “Do you require assistance?” the one on the right asked, glancing down at her. 
 
    “No, no, I’m fine,” she muttered and then hurried away. She’d have to roam the corridors for a while she reasoned. She wished she knew where Sirius was staying—even if Keir didn’t like the idea of his help, she thought it was good to have a backup plan. She was just contemplating asking the roses for directions—she thought they really owed her one after all that bloodshed yesterday without any results—when a hand snaked around her upper arm and a low, masculine voice murmured, “Stay quiet.” 
 
    Now that she knew what to look for, she felt the power of the command behind it. She could fight it if she wanted to, but for now, she wanted him to think he had the upper hand, so it was to her benefit to remain quiet. 
 
    “Walk.” 
 
    She turned to look over her shoulder at who was directing her and was unsurprised to find Ormond. Now that she thought of it, it was almost more surprising that he hadn’t become involved sooner. Perhaps before he hadn’t been interested, but now he didn’t have a choice because Keir had banished Aoibheann’s other cohorts. Alexis discovered she was nervous just in the presence of the fae vampire, especially when he bared his fangs in an intimidating smile.  
 
    “I said walk.” 
 
    She turned forward and began walking. He kept one hand on her elbow so that he could compel her when he needed and so that he could guide her through the hallway.  
 
    “You have been quite the problem, grandmother tells me.” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him cock his head as he examined her. “Though I don’t see how—you seem meek enough to me. I insisted it must be that adolescent prince,” he sneered and giggled—it was high and breathy, but it sounded malicious instead of feminine. “The little prince was so caught up mooning over a pathetic human child.” He tsked. “The Dark Court is in for a terrible downfall once he takes over. But the Unseelie will be there to clean up the mess.” 
 
    She shivered. “Where are we going?” she asked, trying to keep her tone neutral instead of demanding.  
 
    “I told you to stay quiet,” he snarled and she felt something press against her mouth, like a hand or a cloth, but after a moment the pressure disappeared. Still, she agreed that talking wasn’t best right now. She analyzed that thought, plucked it apart, and determined that it was the smart route whether it was her own thought or not. 
 
    She tried to pay attention as they walked, but he steered her around corners so quickly, and under archways that would grow only to allow them through and disappear again when it was no longer needed, that there was no way for her to determine the route back. Looking around, she noticed that the halls were empty. Was everyone sleeping? She knew it was the middle of the night, but had expected most of the fae to be nocturnal—after all, this was the Dark Court. 
 
    “Where are we going?” she asked again. 
 
    He glared at her in annoyance. “You are a stubborn one. Fine, if it will keep you quiet. We’re leaving the Court. Grandmother no longer finds it hospitable,” he said with another disconcerting giggle. “So, she’s decided to leave and take my dear sister with her.” He grinned at Alexis and she cringed, wondering how he didn’t cut himself with those fangs. “My Queen has no qualms pissing off the little Prince—in fact, she delights in it—so we’re all going to have a nice vacation in the Unseelie Court. You can either come quietly, or I can truss you up like a little pig,” he took a moment to snort and grunt in imitation, “and drag you there.” 
 
    “You really think that taking me out of the Court will save you from Keir’s anger?” she asked, and to her surprise her voice came out calm and steady. 
 
    “Out of sight, out of mind,” he chirped happily. 
 
    She smiled widely, knowing that it would stretch the marks across her lips and draw his attention to Keir’s name there. “I think you might be underestimating him.” 
 
    He giggled again. “You’ve known him for a week and know his worth? You do think highly of yourself. He’s had mortal lovers before, and like all the rest of us, he’s forgotten every single one.” 
 
    “Did your father forget his mortal lover?” She was genuinely curious—what had happened between Molly’s mother and the faery that had started this whole mess?  
 
    Ormond’s smile turned into a snarl. “He was weak. And if your prince follows the same route, he’s weaker yet.” Then he bared his teeth again. “Maybe grandmother will let me play with you before reuniting you with my darling sister.” He looked her over with new appreciation. “It would teach that prince to watch his toys better. There couldn’t be too much permanent damage though or sister dearest will throw a fit. She’s almost as annoying as you are.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure what he would do, but she knew one thing—she wasn’t letting him take her out of the Dark Court. Sooner was better than later, so she jerked away from him with such force that he lost his grip. Without hesitating, she turned and ran down the hallway. She’d only made it a few steps before he tackled her, grabbing her around the waist and lifting her up so that her feet couldn’t touch the ground. 
 
    “I am sick and tired,” she began, panting as she clawed at his arms and kicked behind her as best she could, “Of everyone manhandling me!” Then, since he was so concerned about her making noise, she began screaming. She wished she could produce something as shrill and attention getting as a horror movie scream, but the best she could manage was a rough, angry, and frightened shout.  
 
    He set her back on the ground in favor of finding a way to shut her up. He clapped one hand over her mouth, but she was struggling too much for him to get a good hold. As a result, she managed to maneuver her head back far enough that she could bite the offending hand, sinking her teeth in until she tasted blood. He screeched and yanked away from her, his hand dripping black. She gagged and spit the blood out. Even choking and on the verge of vomiting, she managed to find the time to say, “Don’t like it so much the other way around, huh?” 
 
    Something stirred on her back, under Keir’s borrowed shirt, hidden from Ormond’s view. She stiffened—this wasn’t the right time, she was going to be pissed if her plans were spoiled all because of Keir’s overprotectiveness. She glared up at Ormond triumphantly, her mouth spotted with black blood and her hair wild around her face. 
 
    He crouched down to examine her closer, resting his hands on his bent knees. “Well this is interesting,” he murmured, rolling the word ‘interesting’ with a strange accent she hadn’t heard before. Then his lips pulled back from his teeth and he said, “Let’s see who has a bigger bite.” 
 
    She scrambled away from him, pushing herself to her feet, but just as she was preparing to run again, he grabbed her ankle and yanked her back down to the ground. He pulled her leg up to his mouth, rolling her jeans’ cuff up her calf to expose the skin underneath. With one long stroke of his black tongue he licked her from ankle to knee, then settled his teeth on the thickest part of her calf, as if ready to enjoy a meal. Pushing past her dread and horror, she kicked him in the face with her free foot. She heard the satisfying crunch of his nose breaking and black blood gushed out, dripping down on both of them. “Bitch!” he shrieked, releasing her so that he could grab his broken nose. “I might just kill you now, damn the consequences,” he snarled, his voice high and muffled because he was pinching his nose.  
 
    She couldn’t risk antagonizing him any further. Pushing herself back up, she ran down the hall, looking around desperately for anyone to help her. Gasping “Help, help me,” as she rounded every corner, she reached out and touched the rosebushes. Surprisingly, they opened immediately under her touch, forming a passageway just big enough to admit her, but deep, not opening into any other room or corridor she could see yet. She rushed through it, the thorns scratching her exposed neck and face. Her hair tangled on a branch, but was released before she even reached up to free it. She heard swearing and snarling and turned to look. Ormond was trying to follow her, but finding his passage blocked as the roses regrouped. Even though he had to force a path by tearing the hedge apart with bare hands, he was gaining on her.  
 
    She turned to face front just as she stumbled into another empty hallway. Where was everyone? She slowed, looking around, trying to decide whether she should take a ready-made path or find another way through the walls. While she decided, Ormond wrapped his arm around her throat in a choke hold—her indecision had cost her too many seconds. She reached up, but instead of scratching at his arms, she picked up the end of her necklace and pressed the iron charm hard against the flesh of the arm pressing against her neck. 
 
    He yowled in pain and tried to pull away from her, but she managed to keep her grip on him, breaking the loose clasp on her necklace for the third time as she lowered her arm to compensate his movements. She kept the iron pressed firmly against his skin even as she felt it burn and smolder under her grip.  
 
    “Leave me alone or I’ll shove this down your throat,” she threatened. The arm in her grip was a deadweight so he only had one hand to try to pry her off him. He finally switched tactics and reached up to choke her with his free hand. But something stirred beneath her shirt again, and before he could pull away, a thick line of black ink snaked up from the collar of her shirt and onto his hand, wrapping around his wrist. As soon as she felt its absence, she pulled away from him. 
 
    “You think this is over?” he demanded, taking a step toward her, but one arm was burned black pressed protectively against his chest and the other was hanging tamely next to his side. He yanked his shoulder in frustration, but his wrist stayed stubbornly against his hip. “What is this?” he demanded, braving the pain on his other arm to yank at his hand, but even that wouldn’t budge it. 
 
    “A little present from Keir,” she told him. She dangled the necklace on her finger as she said, “I have to say, he really does spoil me with the best presents.”  
 
    He lunged toward her, reaching out with his burned arm. She wasn’t sure what he was thinking, but his face was twisted in a furious, animalistic snarl, so maybe he wasn’t thinking much at all. She dodged and grabbed his wrist again. A second band of ink looped its way out from under her sleeve and onto his other wrist. She dropped his arm and for the first time his incapacitated wrist moved, but Ormond still wasn’t in control. His wrists came together so that the bands were touching, and the ink twisted around, binding his hands together as effectively as any manacles. 
 
    “You think this will hold me?” he sneered, already pulling his wrists apart, staring back at Alexis defiantly as he pulled so hard that the ink cut into his skin, causing black blood to drip down his hands and plop slowly onto the smooth floor, lost among the black glass.  
 
    “Not indefinitely,” she admitted. “But I think it’ll last long enough for Keir to get here.” 
 
    He stopped focusing on the bonds and instead barreled into her, knocking them both to the ground. He straddled her and wrapped his hands around her neck, but he couldn’t get a tight grip. It didn’t prevent him from leaning over and whispering in her ear, “And it will be too late.” Then, since he couldn’t squeeze her throat, he shifted to place his knee there instead. “Grandmother will be upset with me of course,” he said conversationally as she tried to push him off her—she was out of secret weapons, and though he was skinny enough that he had to weigh several pounds less than her, he had better leverage. He wasn’t pressing hard enough to crush her windpipe, just hard enough to cut off her air. He examined his wrists calmly as he explained, “I’ll wait until he gets here, so he can see the life leave your eyes. Oh, I’ll be banished, but that’s to be expected.” He sneered, “And my darling sister might be a bit piqued, if she ever finds out. But then, she doesn’t need to know, does she? No, no, we’ll keep her nice and distracted, just as we have all year.” 
 
    Alexis stilled, her chest tight and painful as she looked up at her possible murderer. Did he just say what she thought he said? She relaxed under him and reached down, feeling around with one hand while limply scratching at his denim-covered thigh with the other. Her hand brushed over something cool—the iron charm dropped in the struggle. She clutched it in her fist as tightly as she could and tried to lift her hand to press the poisonous metal to any part of Ormond, but black dots were forming at the edge of her vision and she didn’t have any strength left. Her hand dropped back, flopping open, the charms falling within reach, and the last thing she heard was the sound of Ormond laughing.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight: Blood Price 
 
      
 
    “Alexis.” 
 
    She gently kissed the person leaning over her on the cheek before her eyes even fluttered open and she saw it was Keir. He was holding her face between his hands, so she could feel the nervous trembling even though his expression was neutral. 
 
    “Guess I haven’t quite shaken that compulsion off yet, huh?” she said, blinking with surprise at how raspy her voice sounded. She frowned and shifted, signaling Keir that she wanted to sit up. He moved his hands slowly down her face, skimming the side of her neck where she wasn’t bruised anymore, down her shoulders until he reached her hands and gripped them, pulling her to her feet. 
 
    Still groggy and not entirely sure what happened, Alexis looked around the now-familiar sight of the rosebush corridors. In fact, the only thing that seemed strange now was the shadow that was stubbornly staying in the middle of the black floor, despite the light source from above that should have erased it. “Is that what I think it is?” she asked, only unsure because when he had done that to Lev, there had been screaming and writhing. This particular shadow didn’t even budge. 
 
    “Our captive,” he replied, coolly analyzing the shadows. “It was the easiest way to contain him.” 
 
    “So, he’s alive?” she asked, almost surprised. 
 
    He didn’t look at her as he replied, “For now.” His voice was so hard and cold that she shivered. 
 
    “I just … he isn’t … never mind.” She didn’t want to point out that she was almost more disconcerted that Ormond wasn’t screaming. She didn’t know if that meant what Keir had done to him was actually worse than what he’d done to Lev or if it meant Ormond wasn’t bothered by the pure darkness. “How will we move him if he’s like that?” The last thing she wanted to do was touch that darkness, even if she knew that Keir was controlling it. 
 
    The shadows shifted and morphed, condensing and changing from a lump to a tall pillar. “He will accompany us this way.” 
 
    “Okay, I uh, guess that works. Well, let’s get this over with so I can go home.” Trying not to look at the darkness, she turned and started walking down the hall, calling over her shoulder blithely, “Just so you know, if you ever try that on me, I’ll kick your ass.” 
 
    She heard him snort in amusement, but when she looked back at him his face was innocently blank. As she looked him over, she decided that while his bare chest was a nice sight, she liked the tattoos better, but she didn’t think this was the time to ogle him and turned back around to head to their destination. 
 
    * 
 
    When Alexis entered the Audience Chamber, she was surprised to see how packed with fae it was and wondered if this was where everyone had been while she was running away from Ormond. She also wondered if it was always this full and she had arrived too early to notice, or if more fae were in attendance than usual. Standing against the far wall were creatures that Alexis could only assume were giants, since they were each at least fourteen feet tall. There were three of them—one resembled a redwood, with bark-like skin and a shape that seemed wider at the feet and slimmer along the shoulders. The other two had gray, craggy skin and were broad enough that the three of them took up the entire back of the room. 
 
    There was barely any room to move, but the fae still tried to make a path for their Prince, his human, and his hostage, pressing against each other to clear the way.  
 
    “Is this the entire Court?” she whispered to Keir. 
 
    “Everyone who is currently in Our Realm, except for the children.” 
 
    “Okay then,” she said, her voice shaking with awe and nervousness. 
 
    His lips twitched, but he maintained a serious, grave expression as they climbed the steps to the dais. Keir’s throne sat empty, waiting for him. The one Ormond had occupied was still missing. The other three were occupied by Saeron—who looked concerned; Tynan—who looked regal and slightly bored; and Aoibheann—who scowled when she saw them. 
 
    “Mother,” Keir greeted, bowing his head. 
 
    “What have you brought me?” Tynan asked, her voice quiet and her eyes never leaving the shadow at Keir’s side. 
 
    Keir dropped his magic to reveal Ormond, seething and snapping, his arms bloody from his struggles against his bonds. Alexis’ first guess had been correct, and Keir had done something different this time when he’d bound Ormond so that she simply couldn’t hear his struggles.  
 
    Aoibheann cried out, pushing off her stone chair, but Tynan held up her hand to stall her. Agitated, she sat back down, her wings fluttering behind her so quickly she could have competed with a hummingbird. “What is the meaning of this?” Aoibheann demanded. 
 
    Tynan turned slightly, just enough for her dark eyes to rest on her cousin. “Silence, he is here to explain.” 
 
    “But—” Aoibheann began. 
 
    “Persist and I will silence you myself.” The calmness of the Queen’s order surprised Alexis. She really didn’t want to see what happened if anyone genuinely angered the Queen. Whatever she could do would probably be much worse than anything Keir had displayed so far.  
 
    Aoibheann pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes at her cousin, but didn’t argue. Then she turned to glare scathingly at Keir. 
 
    Tynan turned her eyes back to Keir and waited for his explanation. 
 
    Keir put his hand on Alexis’ lower back and gently pushed her forward, whispering in her ear, “Remember what I said,” before he faced his mother again. “Ormond of the Unseelie, the vampire and guest of Our Court, attempted to steal my property. When that failed, he attempted to destroy it.”  
 
    Aoibheann turned her glare onto Ormond who ignored her ire. 
 
    Tynan cocked her head slightly to the side. “And you are here to demand recompense.” She seemed to be holding back her approval until Keir answered. Alexis wondered which answer she was waiting for. 
 
    Keir looked directly at his mother and said, in a voice that echoed around the room, “I am here to ask official sanction for his execution.” 
 
    “This is ridiculous!” Aoibheann screeched, gripping the stone arms of the throne so hard that they cracked, sending gray, powdered rock to the floor of the dais. “Demanding the death of my grandson because of some slight damage to this pathetic, worthless human! It’s unheard of.” 
 
    The Queen waved her hand, the motion at the same time flippant and imperious, and the natural shadows around Aoibheann’s face—under her hair, behind her ears, under her chin—congregated and swarmed to cover her mouth, sealing the faery’s lips. The darkness was thin enough to see them pressed into a firm line but thick enough to let the entire Court know what had been done. Alexis’ own mouth dropped open, but she caught herself and shut it before anyone noticed. It was more terrifying than what Keir had done because his tattoos were finite, she could at least imagine that they would run out, but there was very little one could do to escape natural shadows. She glanced at the shadows around her and edged slightly closer to Keir. 
 
    “I trust you know what you are doing,” the Queen said, her eyes on Alexis. 
 
    Alexis didn’t, but she trusted Keir and was prepared for the consequences. If this was what he thought was necessary, then she would follow his lead. “I do.” 
 
    As soon as Alexis said the words, the Queen turned back to Keir, “Make your announcement, and then I will give you my verdict.” 
 
    Keir held his hand out to the side, palm up as an invitation to Alexis, but he didn’t take his eyes off his mother, and he didn’t let his control of Ormond slip. Alexis placed her hand in his and took a deep breath, steeling herself for what was to come. He’d explained what needed to be done, but now she was nervous—what if he’d been misleading her this whole time, and the jaws of the trap were about to close? Would she ever see home again? What would happen to Molly? Too late now, her breath caught and she waited for the words. 
 
    “I present to the Court the mortal Alexis, my official Consort. By this decree, any who harm her will be dealt with in the same manner as if they had attacked me directly, no matter which Court they belong to.” He turned to look pointedly at Ormond. 
 
    Ormond glared at him defiantly, growling and snarling. “It doesn’t count!” he shrieked. “It wasn’t official until now!” 
 
    Tynan drew all attention back to her as she called, “When was this decided?” Alexis noticed that Saeron was watching his lover with interest. For a moment, she wondered how long he’d been a part of the Court. So far, he had only watched the Court Sessions. What did he think of them as an outsider? 
 
    “Last night,” Keir’s voice was a little quieter now, more intimate, as if he was remembering a precious moment instead of a hurried explanation of what she’d be agreeing to and her simply replying “Okay, sure.” It wasn’t anything like a wedding, but he’d told her it was binding all the same. 
 
    “And the attacks?” 
 
    “Not an hour ago.” 
 
    Aoibheann shot to her feet, unable to express her outburst in any other way with her mouth still sealed by the Queen’s magic.  
 
    “Sit down, Aoibheann,” Tynan ordered without looking at her. “Or you will lose your moment to speak.” 
 
    Aoibheann settled back down into the throne, but her hands were clenched so tightly that her silver skin turned white.  
 
     “So, the recompense you demand is the assailant’s blood?” Much quieter she murmured, so that only those on the dais could hear her, “A strong start, my son, but this cannot be undone.” 
 
    He nodded thoughtfully, as if considering his mother’s words. Then he looked at Aoibheann and said, in the same quiet tone, “I am willing to hear my lady aunt’s defense of her kin.” 
 
    Aoibheann relaxed, her expression flooded with relief. Her wings, fluttering all the while behind her, slowed until they were beating softly. 
 
    “No more outbursts, cousin,” Tynan warned, and the shadows fell away. 
 
    “I will pay the blood price,” Aoibheann announced. “Just so long as my grandson leaves this Court unharmed. What do you want, my Prince?” Her tone was especially subservient and solicitous, but her eyes spoke volumes of her anger.  
 
    “As it is my lady who was harmed, I will defer to her preference.” He bowed his head and stepped back, drawing everyone’s attention back to Alexis. 
 
    Alexis took a deep breath. This couldn’t possibly work. Something was going to go wrong. Aoibheann wouldn’t agree, or Tynan would interrupt, or she’d somehow dig herself into such a deep hole she’d never get out again, stuck in the Faery Realm as the glorified girlfriend of a Prince. It was a good thing Keir had coached her on what to say and she’d had the time to practice, because she was sure that otherwise her mind would go blank and she wouldn’t say anything at all.  
 
    “I want the Halfling Molly Connolly to be relinquished to my care and to allow her return to the Mortal Realm without any interference.” 
 
    “That is ridiculous! I agreed to pay a blood price this is—” 
 
    But Alexis interrupted. “Molly is part of your blood, isn’t she?” 
 
    Aoibheann released a breath through teeth clenched so tight that it whistled. She looked between Alexis and Ormond. “She is my granddaughter. You cannot ask me to choose between either of my son’s children.” 
 
    “Ormond will live,” Alexis said quietly, trying to be coaxing. “And I’m not planning on hurting Molly. I won’t force her to come with me if she doesn’t want to—but you need to promise you won’t force her to stay.” 
 
    “This is the girl you’ve been looking for?” Tynan interrupted.  
 
    Alexis had almost forgotten anyone else was there, but she managed not to jump at the Queen’s voice. “Yes, she is.” 
 
    “You did not tell me that she was your granddaughter,” Tynan said, turning again to Aoibheann. The faery chose not to explain herself. Much louder, Tynan announced for the room to hear, “It is your choice, Lady Aoibheann. You may choose his price or hers. This is my only concession.” 
 
    Aoibheann turned to her, and her heartbroken expression almost made Alexis feel sympathetic. “But, Tynan, she’s my kin, my blood, one of the few pieces left of my son. I have rights.” 
 
    Tynan did not dignify her arguments with a response; she simply waited for Aoibheann to make her choice. 
 
    “Damn you,” she muttered, the curse seeming to encompass everyone on the stage. Tears streaked down her cheeks, sparkling against her skin. Without looking at Alexis, she whispered, “Take her, then.” Then she straightened and finally looked Alexis in the eye. “She will return to me in the end, she is too much faery now.” Then she stormed off the dais.  
 
    Alexis looked to Keir, wondering what they were supposed to do. Were they supposed to follow her or wait here? Several minutes passed and the crowd started to become restless without anything to watch on the stage. And then Aoibheann returned, a bronze goddess following behind her, serene and beautiful. The goddess turned and her eyes fell upon Alexis and the image of untouchable beauty was ruined as she cried out, “Alexis, ohmygod, is that you?” 
 
    “Molly!” 
 
    They collided in the middle of the stage, both excited and chattering. They forgot about the crowd as Alexis started crying and Molly frantically tried to calm her down. And then her next question startled Alexis more than anything else, “What happened to your hair?” 
 
    “What?” she reached up and grabbed a curl, pulling it into her line of sight, as shocked as Molly to see the new color—caught halfway between strawberry and golden blonde. 
 
    But Molly could not be distracted by this drastic change for long. She looked around, noticing the others around them; fae in the audience; her half-brother bound and snarling; and the Prince standing off to the side, his dark eyes on the pair. Alexis glanced over her shoulder and he quirked his lips, but the smile didn’t seem to reach his eyes. “Whoa, what happened?” Molly demanded in as quiet a whisper as she could manage. 
 
    “You don’t know?” Alexis asked, turning sharply back to look at her with wide eyes. 
 
    “Umm, are you going to hit me if I say no?” she asked with a small, unsure smile. 
 
    “Ladies, I think it’s time we take our leave,” Keir murmured, stepping behind Alexis and touching the small of her back, giving her a slight push to the end of the dais. Alexis grabbed Molly’s hand, not wanting to be separated from her, and saw her confused expression, but didn’t think it would be a good time to explain. Keir nodded at his mother first, Saeron second, and then to the crowd. He did not look at Aoibheann or Ormond.  
 
    “You think she’s safe?” Ormond called out before laughing, the sound more like a shriek of anger than a sign of mirth. “Safe and on her way home? Not even close! Not with you in her life, and she never will be!” 
 
    None of them seemed quite sure which of them he was talking to, and as a result they all looked at him warily. A guard approached the stage and grabbed Ormond by his shoulder, escorting him away, still locked in Keir’s shadows. Alexis wondered if Keir had to physically get them back, or if they would find their way back to him without his help. 
 
    “He will be escorted to the edge of our lands and forbidden re-entrance,” Keir explained as he ushered both girls off the stage. “But all the same, I think a hurried retreat is necessary.” 
 
    “Do you have anything to get before we leave?” Alexis asked, turning to Molly. 
 
    Molly blinked at her, confused. 
 
    Alexis flinched and looked down at her feet. “I mean, you want to go home, don’t you?” 
 
    “What? Yes, of course! Sorry, I just … yes, I do, I think, I just … you know what, it’s not that important, it was just some clothes, I’ve got plenty more at home.” Her face fell. “Oh god. Home. I’ll have to face her.” 
 
    Guessing who Molly meant, Alexis was quick to reassure her, “Yeah, well, it was going to happen eventually, and she’s been frantic ever since you left.” 
 
    “She has?” Molly asked, her voice small and eyes downcast. 
 
    “Of course, she’s waiting for you to come home.” 
 
    Molly gave her a weak, uncertain, but hopeful smile. “Oh. Good. Okay, yeah, umm, are you ready then?” 
 
    Alexis nodded and gestured vaguely with her free hand. “I just have my bag to grab and then we can get out of here.” 
 
    “I will accompany you back to the rooms,” Keir offered. But his invitation seemed only for Alexis, because he turned to Molly and said, “I trust you will be able to find your way to the entrance hall? I suggest you do not leave the Court without an escort, but if you would please wait for us there.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know where that is, I can do that,” Molly replied, frowning at him in confusion. 
 
    He nodded once and began steering Alexis away. Alexis looked over her shoulder, demanding, “Wait, why can’t she come with us?” 
 
    He leaned down to whisper in her ear so that Molly couldn’t hear them, “Because I have something I need to discuss with you.” 
 
    “Oh.” And with that ominous statement Alexis was separated from Molly once again. But this time she trusted it wouldn’t be for long. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine: The Price of Loyalty 
 
      
 
    Alexis sat down on Keir’s bed, bouncing slightly and looked up at him. “Okay, so I think I have an idea of what you want to say to me.” 
 
    Keir raised an eyebrow, inviting her to tell him what she thought, but otherwise keeping his expression neutral. 
 
    She wavered, wondering if she was wrong, but decided to plow ahead anyway, “You want to tell me exactly what it means to make me your consort. You didn’t exactly explain it all last night, you just said to trust you, but I just… did I dig myself a big hole?” 
 
    He shifted, as if to step closer to her, but remained where he was on the other side of the room. “That was not necessarily what I meant to discuss, but it will be a good starting point. As we discussed, and as you saw, your position as my consort gives you certain rights that your position as my claim did not.” 
 
    “Right, right, an attack on me then before was just property damage, but now it’s sort of like an assassination attempt, and it worked even better than expected, since Ormond was the one who attacked me, so trust me, I’m grateful for that. But I guess I still just don’t know what it really means. I mean, I understand what I get out of it, but what do I really have to do?” And then, the more important question, “And I’m still going home with Molly today, right?” 
 
    “Of course, I will keep my promise.” He examined a spot on his arm, where one of the tattoos had reappeared, answering Alexis’ unasked question. “As far as the fae are concerned, no one will touch you without my permission.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. “But Molly has your permission, right?” 
 
    He laughed once, but the sound held little humor. “My intention is not to deny you contact with your friends, only to keep you safe.” 
 
    “Does that include Sirius?” 
 
    His head jerked up and a muscle twitched in his jaw. “You are that close to the elf?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Not really, I just wanted to see your reaction.” She had to hold back a laugh at his disgruntled expression, glad that he was at least looking her in the eyes now. “I guess I just need to know: do I have any responsibilities as your consort?” He raised an eyebrow again and she blushed and it was her turn to have a hard time looking him in the eye. “That’s not what I—I mean, well, like how Saeron sits in on the Court Sessions.” 
 
    “Saeron is also fae; he sits as a judge for cases that involve outsiders and as an advisor for my mother. It is a personal choice, not a necessity.” 
 
    She sighed in relief. “So, it’s just a title to keep me safe.” She shifted and stood up, taking a step toward him—he didn’t move closer to her, but he didn’t move away either. “Keir, if that’s the case; I can’t really imagine what you wanted to talk about. I’m all out of guesses, so you’ll just have to tell me.” 
 
    “I want you to come back to me,” he blurted without his usual finesse. And then she realized just how much he had been hiding when his expression turned feral and desperate as he strode across the room and took her in his arms, pulling her so close that she was having a hard time breathing, for several reasons. “I need you to come back to me.” 
 
    Expecting him to kiss her, she didn’t say anything right away. But he just held her, one arm wrapped around her waist, the other cupping her face, and waited for her reply. She hated to ask it, but she needed to clarify, “Is this what you want in exchange? You told me you’d help me get Molly back for a price, is this what you want?” 
 
    He held his breath—it no longer warmed her face or stirred her hair. She thought for a moment that she might have offended him, but finally he asked his own question, “If I said no, would you come back on your own?” 
 
    Scanning his face, she tried to figure out what his reaction would be, but she saw no clues in his black eyes. She took a deep breath, then let it out on a sigh before admitting, “I don’t know.” 
 
    They both remained quiet for a long time and Alexis noticed that his hands were clammy and her shirt was sticking to her back with nervous sweat. Finally, he whispered, “Then yes, this is my price.” 
 
    “Okay, well, let’s hash this out,” she said, putting her hands on his chest to push him gently away. For a moment, it seemed like he wouldn’t release her, but then his arms dropped from her and he took a step back. 
 
    Keir agitatedly ran his hand through his hair, tugging it out at the end in frustration. “Hash this out,” he muttered, as if not quite sure what the phrase meant. 
 
    She took pity on him and rephrased. “Confirm all of the details. You want me to come back, okay. How often? Just once? How long do I get to be back home before I’m beckoned back here?” She flinched, afraid that last part sounded too bitter, then, quieter, she asked, “How long do I have to stay?” 
 
    He sighed and shrugged. “I had not thought that far ahead.” Looking at the ceiling, he asked, “How old is Molly?” 
 
    She frowned, not sure where this was going. “Seventeen, she’s a few months older than me.” 
 
    Nodding slowly, he looked down at her and murmured, “Yes, that would do well.” 
 
    “Okay, you’ll have to explain yourself.” 
 
    He reached out, but dropped his hand before touching her. Whatever he asked for, whatever she agreed to, it would be completely her own choice. “As payment for my assistance in returning your friend to you, I would like seventeen years of your life to be spent here, in the Faery Realm,” he paused and added, “With me.” 
 
    “Seventeen years?” she asked, incredulous. “Keir, I can’t leave my family for that long!” 
 
    “It would not need to be all at once,” he explained. “It could be,” he paused again, searching for the proper words, “Like a vacation. A week one month, a month the next year.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him, not quite sure she understood. “What, you mean, just visit whenever I felt like it?” 
 
    He nodded, his shoulders relaxing. The tattoos had completely returned to cover his chest now. “In a sense, though I reserve the right to extend specific invitations.” 
 
    Pursing her lips, she wondered if she could really do it. She’d never had a long-term relationship, and her one go at a long distance one ended in disaster, and Keir was essentially asking her for both. “Seventeen years your time or my time?” As far as she could tell, the Faery Realm time was much faster. Ormond’s last taunt rang in her mind: had Molly really been here for a year? Could he have been misleading her? The fae couldn’t lie, but that clearly didn’t mean they couldn’t deceive. But if he was correct, that meant that Molly spent a year in the Faery Realm and was only gone for a week. Could Alexis do the same? 
 
    But just as she was planning this, Keir replied, “As you are mortal, it would need to be Mortal time.” 
 
    “Oh.” Her shoulders slumped—so much for that idea. 
 
    He didn’t say any more, he simply waited for her to decide. What would happen if she told him no? Would he prevent her from leaving at all? Would he let her leave, but take her back later? Or would he concede and find something else as payment? She blinked as she realized that this was why he hadn’t wanted to discuss making a deal before he helped her: he was afraid she would reject him, and he didn’t want to force her hand. But she hesitated, wondering if this was just wishful thinking. Taking a deep breath, she said, “All right. Umm, I mean, I agree.” 
 
    He relaxed and smiled at her, his face lighting up and even his eyes seemed to shine for the first time. But he didn’t approach her yet, and the smile dimmed even as he looked at her. “I am glad to hear it. But I need you to do one last thing, as an assurance that you accept your end of the deal.” Dipping his hand into his pocket, he pulled out an apple. The skin was shiny and bright pink, making it appear more like a candy than a fruit. She was tempted to ask if he’d really been carrying that around all day, but managed to resist. “You never ate anything while you were here,” he murmured. “If you do not, once you leave, you will have no real connection to this world.” 
 
    She groaned. “You mean after I’ve been starving myself for the past week, you expect me to give in anyway?” 
 
    He nodded and she suspected that he wouldn’t give in on this part. “It was a smart strategy to abstain from others. You know now that Jaxith was not working for you alone, and Jynx,” he paused, frowning, “Well, who knows what she might have done to it. I have laid no enchantments on this fruit; all this will do is ensure that you will think of Our Realm, from time to time.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. “Is this going to ruin other apples for me?” 
 
    His lips quirked, but the smile hadn’t quite returned yet. “It may.” 
 
    Even though she suspected the answer, she had to ask anyway. “Are you going to let me leave without eating it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    This surprised her and for a moment she didn’t know what else to say, but she recovered quickly enough. “So why bother?” 
 
    “Because you will be spending quite some time here, and what you have been eating is disgusting,” he replied in a deadpan. “This will make your precautions mostly unnecessary.” 
 
    “So, this is just to make a point,” she said, rolling her eyes and then reaching and taking the apple from him. “Okay, okay, fine.” She bit into it and her eyes widened as juice dribbled down her chin. The skin was firm like an apple’s, but the flesh was softer, with more give like a strawberry’s. As much as it had looked like candy, it tasted sweeter—not in an overpowering sense, but the flavor burst in her mouth and tasted like every berry should think of, all at once, a perfect blend instead of a muddled assortment. For a moment, she chewed and enjoyed, grinning at Keir who smiled gently back at her. “This is really good,” she said around her third or fourth mouthful. “I just can’t tell if it’s because it’s Fae Fruit or if it’s because I’ve been half-starving myself.” 
 
    “I suspect it is a combination of both.” 
 
    She licked her lips and looked at the remainder of the apple in her hand. “What do you think? Should I finish it?” 
 
    “If you would like.” 
 
    “Ah, what the hell, in for a pinch,” she muttered and in three minutes the apple was gone and she was restraining herself from the indignity of licking its sweet juice from her fingers. 
 
    Keir noticed and decided to take it upon himself to relieve her of the temptation. He took one of her hands and lifted her fingers to his mouth and his tongue sneaked out, tentatively tasting. She shivered and he took this as an invitation to take her index finger entirely into his mouth and lick it clean. He very thoroughly cleaned the hand he held before letting it drop. His voice was slightly husky as he said, “I think it is time I return you and your friend home.” 
 
    Alexis licked her lips nervously and nodded. “Yeah, that’s for the best.” She stared at his lips for a dazed moment, wondering if he would still taste of a lingering sweetness, then shook herself, mentally scolding herself that there would be time for that later—seventeen years’ worth, apparently. With that thought, she strode past him and approached her bag, but as she pulled it over her shoulder, she paused. Turning to look at him over her shoulder, she said, “One last thing.” 
 
    “Yes?” He stood behind her, waiting patiently for her to leave first. 
 
    “Okay, so the other fae can’t touch me without your permission, but what about mortals? Could I have a boyfriend?” 
 
    His jaw clenched and his eyes flattened back to the same matte she’d grown used to as he glowered down at her. 
 
    She grinned and leaned forward to kiss him on the cheek. “Guess that means that title is taken; just wanted to clarify.” She debated changing out of his shirt and into one of her t-shirts, but decided to pull the second backpack strap over her shoulder and pretend she’d just forgotten she was wearing it. Smiling to herself, she realized that she was oddly pleased with how things turned out. Walking to the door, she paused and turned to look at him, “Just so you know, I don’t share either, so I better not find out you’ve got some other fae girl shacking up with you while I’m away.” 
 
    “A fair point.” He reached her, leaned down, and kissed the top of her newly-blonde hair. “Your friend is waiting.” Without saying anything else—what else was there to say—Alexis returned to Molly.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten: An Awkward Reunion 
 
      
 
    Alexis met Molly by the gate that led into the Woods. She blinked when her friend came into view, still not used to her new appearance. When Alexis looked at Molly now, she could see the resemblance to Aoibheann—it was a different color scheme, bronze instead of silver, and she didn’t have the same gossamer wings, but she was beautiful, like an excellently molded statue. She wondered what it was about Aoibheann’s line that produced the metallic colors—Tal and Lev looked different, and the best she could assume was that even if they were all faeries, they weren’t all related. 
 
    “Are you ready?” she asked, forcing her smile into something extra cheerful.  
 
    “Definitely,” Molly replied emphatically. She looked over Alexis’ shoulder and leaned forward to whisper, “You have got to tell me everything that happened.” She looked pointedly at Keir, who was standing behind Alexis once again wearing his neutral expression. 
 
    Alexis thought about performing introductions, but decided that it would be superfluous at this point. If Molly had really spent a year in the Dark Court, she would at least vaguely know who Keir was. Instead, she whispered back to Molly, “I think I’ll tell you when we get home.” 
 
    Even if Molly’s appearance had changed, her taste for gossip hadn’t, and her eyes danced with excitement. 
 
    “Your escort is waiting outside,” Keir announced, drawing their attention. 
 
    “Wait, you aren’t coming with us?” Alexis asked, surprised and nervous. 
 
    His lips quirked and he shook his head. “Though the summons has not come yet, I suspect my mother will require a word with me.” 
 
    She frowned and grabbed his hand, tugging him around the corner and calling to Molly, “Just give me a minute.” When they were relatively alone, she said, “Is she going to be upset?” 
 
    He smiled down at her. “No, but I will need to tell her of our plan. It is unconventional for us to have an inter-realm relationship, but it will not nullify your position.” 
 
    She twisted her mouth to the side and narrowed her eyes as she looked up at him. “So, you aren’t going to walk me home. What kind of boyfriend are you?” 
 
    “My abject apologies,” he said in an exaggerated tone that almost had her laughing. “I will endeavor to make amends when I see you next.” 
 
    “See that you do,” she replied primly, then moved as if to walk away. But he prevented her from leaving, grabbing her arm and pulling her back to him for one last kiss. He wrapped his hand in her hair and she gripped his shoulders, straining on tiptoes, pressing against him like a cat in need of affection. He let her curls slide through his fingers and she had to be the one to step away. She didn’t say goodbye—she wasn’t sure why, she simply didn’t want to—instead simply turning her back on him and rounding the corner. He didn’t follow.  
 
    “What was that about?” Molly demanded, looking behind Alexis for the Prince, deflating slightly when he didn’t appear. 
 
    “Just saying goodbye. Come on, I am way beyond ready to go home.” She swept past Molly and pushed the door open. When they walked through and crossed the border, the Court disappeared behind them without any obvious trace and the Woods surrounded them.  
 
    “Well it took you long enough!” a familiar voice called. 
 
    Alexis looked around in surprise and spotted Jynx, leaning against a tree, almost in full fox ornamentation: pointed ears; a tail peeked out from the seam of her acid-green skirt; and covered from head to toe with a plush coat of orange-red fur.  
 
    “Nice dye-job,” Alexis said. 
 
    “Excuse you, this is all natural,” she replied, giving them a little twirl to show off her new coat. “My dear, misguided brother gave it to me as a present.” Her eyes were sparkling. “Nasty, mischievous jerk that he is. I cannot believe he didn’t tell me what he was really up to!” 
 
    “So that you could help him?” Alexis asked, raising an eyebrow suspiciously. 
 
    Jynx shrugged. “If it sounded fun.” She grinned, baring her canines. “I wish you’d let me in on the plan in the end. I was there, you know, in the crowd, and ooo Ormond’s face when Keir made his oh-so-special announcement.”  
 
    “What announcement?” Molly asked. 
 
    “Introductions!” Jynx chirped and bounced toward Molly, her tail bobbing and weaving playfully behind her. “I’m Jynx, the ever-lovable mischief-maker and your escort for the evening.” She grinned at Molly. “And you must be the troublemaker that led us on the merry chase. Excellent work, though I would have stayed away for another week or two if I were you.” She winked. “Make sure everything and everyone was good and frantic.”  
 
    Molly blinked, then turned to Alexis. 
 
    “I don’t think she’s kidding,” Alexis replied. “Look, Jynx, as much fun as it is to stand around and chat with you, we should really get a move on. I am so ready to be home.” 
 
    Jynx pouted. “Well, if you insist. Come along then, we should find our way back to your rift. Wouldn’t want you to end up in China.” 
 
    And so they walked. Alexis tried to ask Molly what had happened, but when Jynx encouraged her to keep yelling like a bullhorn because: “It’ll give us a chance to run”, Alexis decided that they’d have enough time for that at home. Molly made similar attempts, less swayed by Jynx’s gleeful warnings than Alexis, but when she attracted a group of rabid pixies—which, much to both of their horrors, Jynx ended up eating alive—she also decided it would be better to talk when they reached home. 
 
    However, when night fell and they were still in the Woods—forced to set up camp because even Jynx didn’t want to go any further in the dark—they both could no longer resist giving into their curiosity. 
 
    “What happened to you?” they asked at the same time, then dissolved into nervous giggles. 
 
    “You first,” Molly urged. 
 
    Alexis frowned slightly and opened her mouth to argue, but she could see the distress through Molly’s forced excitement. “Well, I went looking for you,” she began, not sure if it was the right beginning, but it was the only way she could think to start the story. 
 
    “Of course you would,” Molly replied, looking both exasperated and pleased. 
 
    Alexis smiled slightly at that. “Instead I found Jynx and her brother,” she said, nodding at their escort. 
 
    “I found you,” Jynx corrected. 
 
    “Yeah, you probably don’t want to keep bringing that up,” Alexis replied. “Since, you know, it was all kind of an evil plot.” 
 
    Jynx shrugged, unconcerned. 
 
    “Whoa, wait, what? An evil plot? What does that mean?” Molly narrowed her eyes and asked, her voice low and dangerous, “Was it the Prince?” 
 
    “Keir?” Alexis snorted. “No, kind of the opposite. He did everything he could to discourage this little adventure. For good reason, but don’t let him know I said that.” 
 
    “But why would he want that? You seemed to get along.” She smirked, implying that she suspected Alexis had pulled Keir away for an extended goodbye. 
 
    “That was sort of … an unexpected result.” She took a deep breath and somehow managed to condense the multiple days of her adventure into a few sentences. “Anyway, I came here, your grandmother did what she could to get in my way, your half-brother was really irritated with my lack of cooperation, and Keir helped me in the end. Now we’re going home. Your turn.” 
 
    Molly blinked at the abruptness. “Oh, is it?” she asked, shifting nervously again. “Hmm, should we collect firewood?” she asked, looking around. 
 
    “I’ll get it,” Jynx chirped. 
 
    Alexis watched her bounce away in surprise—she’d expected Jynx to want to hear the explanation too, if only because Molly looked so uncomfortable and she’d want to watch her squirm. 
 
    Molly fidgeted as Alexis’ gaze switched back to her. Alexis tried to exude an air of calm receptivity, hoping that Molly would open up on her own. “Well, I met Ormond in the Mortal Realm. I don’t know if you remember, but at the beginning of la—the summer, there was that guy checking you out in the movie store?” 
 
    Alexis frowned and was about to ask what she meant, but then she did remember—bumping into him, getting a creepy feeling, thinking he had a mouth full of fangs. “That was him?” she asked, outraged. “But why didn’t I … I didn’t even think about it. I was so busy looking for you but I never thought about that. I didn’t even recognize him up close I—” She stopped and then scowled, “He told me to forget about it, that creep. He literally made me forget it.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s pretty good at compulsions,” Molly replied bitterly. 
 
    “Did he use that on you?” she asked, trying not to let her relief show. She just really wanted to think that Molly hadn’t come to the Faery Realm voluntarily. 
 
    “Quite frequently. Aoibheann let him do most of the dirty work, including encouraging that asshole to,” she stopped and closed her mouth, fear flashing in her eyes before she shut it down. “If you hadn’t guessed, I kind of hate him. And not in the sibling rivalry way.” 
 
    “Fair enough. So, what happened? Why did you leave with him?” 
 
    Molly cringed and whispered, “I didn’t mean to. I was just so mad at my mom, and he was quite persuasive.” Her sour expression told Alexis just what kind of persuasion he used. “I didn’t even know what was happening at first. Then he got me here, and I mean … it sounds like you kind of know what happened.” She looked up, her eyes wet. “My dad … well, the guy my mom was married to. No wonder he didn’t want me. I wasn’t even his. And she never told me! She cheated on him, but she kept blaming me, and I was so mad, and Aoibheann was so nice, at least at the beginning. And then there was—” Again she stopped and shook her head. 
 
    “There was?” Alexis prompted. 
 
    “There was someone else,” she spat bitterly. “And I didn’t even know what was happening for a long time. But that’s over now. It’s done. I’ll be happy if I never see any of them again.” 
 
    “What did he do?” Alexis asked, quiet and coaxing.  
 
    Tears dripped down Molly’s face, sparkling like Aoibheann’s had, and she cried silently for a moment, then she wailed, “Oh, Alexis, it was just horrible. I thought he loved me, but he,” her shoulders shook as she sobbed, “He was just there to distract me.”  
 
    Alexis shifted so that she could be closer to Molly and she wrapped her arms around her in a tight hug. “Shh, shh, it’s okay. Do you want to tell me about it?” 
 
    Molly shook her head, rubbing her forehead against Alexis’ shoulder. 
 
    “Okay, okay, then you don’t have to. But I’m here, in case you do.” 
 
    Molly sniffed and pulled away. “God, I do not deserve you. I mean, chasing me into a different world? You are one crazy chick. Like, the best friend ever.”  
 
    “I try,” she replied, smiling slightly. “So, what happened at the end? Today, or whenever?” 
 
    “I wanted to leave, but Aoibheann kept stalling me. Then today she said we were leaving the Court, and I was so mad at her and so glad to go home that I didn’t question it. She left me waiting when an emergency Court Session was called, and then when she came and got me she was different, stiff and sad, but kind of angry.” 
 
    “That’s because she wasn’t going to take you home. Ormond said they were going to move you to the Unseelie Court.” 
 
    Molly’s eyes widened in horror. “You must have heard wrong. They would not take me there.” 
 
    Alexis wanted to argue the point, but instead shrugged it off. It was a moot point now anyway. “Well, the point is, Keir and I managed to find a way to force her hand.” 
 
    “Which is why Ormond was on stage in handcuffs?” Molly asked. 
 
    “Sorry, I forgot he was—” Alexis started but Molly waved her hand to brush away her words. 
 
    “Remember? I hate his guts, he deserves whatever he got.” Then her mouth dropped and her eyes widened as she stared at Alexis in mute horror for a moment. It took her time to finally ask, “Did he hurt you?” 
 
    Alexis shrugged. “I used it to my advantage. To be honest, when Keir and I made the plan, I didn’t know he was the one that we’d be using it on.” 
 
    Molly’s brow furrowed. “Wait, so what was your plan?” 
 
    “Oh, well, I went roaming the halls alone, secretly protected by Keir’s special brand of magic.” 
 
    “His shadow tattoos,” Molly supplied. 
 
    “You know about those?” 
 
    Molly shrugged. “It’s not exactly subtle, but I didn’t know he could use it to protect someone else.” 
 
    “Let’s just say I borrowed it.” 
 
    “Is that what’s with the lips?” 
 
    Alexis touched her lips, her eyes widening. “Shit, I forgot to have him remove it! This is what happens when there aren’t enough mirrors,” she grumbled. 
 
    “It’s not the same as it was before,” Molly reassured her. 
 
    Alexis blinked at her. “What?” 
 
    “In the Audience Chamber. Your lips were practically black with his markings, but now there’s just the one.” She reached forward and tapped the center of Alexis’ bottom lip.  
 
    “Oh, that one.” Alexis cocked her head as she thought about when Keir would have removed his name. While they were in his room or during their last goodbye kiss? She was a little irritated that he’d left his mark, but conceded that, as she was his official consort, it might be considered necessary. For all she knew, Saeron wore Tynan’s mark too. “I don’t know if it’s the same or not.” 
 
    “It is,” Jynx chirped as she walked through the trees, her arms piled high with sticks. “Any fae can leave a mark, to warn off the others and to track their human, but only the daoine sídhe can put power behind it. The mark on your wrist is the first type, the one on your lips,” she smiled slyly, “Was the second. But it was only to be used in dire circumstances. Like someone else trying to kiss you.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s how I’d define dire,” Alexis replied, rolling her eyes. “Anyway, what was I saying?” 
 
    “You were telling her about your clever plan,” Jynx piped up.  
 
    Alexis narrowed her eyes—so Jynx had been listening after all, and had probably only left in hopes that they would reveal more without having her in sight. But instead of scolding her, she continued her explanation. “I went roaming the halls alone, expecting Aoibheann to send someone to take advantage of the opportunity, though I would have been just as glad if it had actually been her. I’d already sent her cronies—” 
 
    “Cronies?” 
 
    “Tal and Lev.” 
 
    “Oh, them?” 
 
    Alexis raised an eyebrow at her. “Yeah, them. I guess you know them?” 
 
    Molly shrugged but wouldn’t look at her for a moment. “They were there at the beginning, but they didn’t hang around for long.” 
 
    “That’s because they were busy harassing me,” Alexis muttered. Then, much louder, she said, “So I expected Aoibheann to take the opportunity to try to uh … persuade me to stay.” She wasn’t sure how much she should tell Molly about Aoibheann’s plans, and decided to rush on. “Anyway, the plan was to sort of, you know, irritate her or whoever it was into doing something that could be considered an attack.” 
 
    Molly jerked back from her in surprise. “What? Why?”  
 
    Alexis fidgeted under her scrutiny. “Well, you see, umm, Keir kind of made me his official consort last night?” 
 
    Molly snorted and giggled, “His what?” then she gasped. “Ohmygod, did you sleep with him?”  
 
    Alexis’ mouth dropped open in surprise, and when she could finally reply, her first instinct was to shout “No!” She cringed, hoping that she didn’t just attract a horde of Solitary, and much quieter explained, “He said that wasn’t necessary, all we needed to do was basically agree to it. It’s our business whether or not we have sex, it’s not, like, necessary.” She blushed and rushed forward, “So we were trying to get Aoibheann to make a mistake so Keir could blackmail her into letting you go.” 
 
    “Letting me go?” Immediately, Molly seemed to realize how that sounded and she bit her lip. “I mean, yeah, okay, I get it.” 
 
    “You weren’t being held against your will?” Alexis asked, her shoulders slumping. 
 
    “Um, well, I didn’t think so, but then again, I thought I was going home anyway.” She frowned. “Do you really think they were going to take me there?” She shivered again. 
 
    There was a moment of silence as they both contemplated the fate they almost shared. Alexis broke it first. “Anyway, what actually happened was that Ormond was the one that sprung the trap. But I didn’t know he was going to try to get me away from the Court, so I had to improvise and irritate him until he turned to physically trying to force me.” 
 
    “Okay, I thought he might have,” Molly stopped instead of continuing to explain her fears. 
 
    Alexis rushed to reassure her, even though she wasn’t being completely honest. “No, everything was fine. It worked out all right, in the end.” 
 
    Molly smiled and hugged Alexis. “I’m glad to hear it. And I am so ready to go home.” 
 
    “Well, that’ll have to wait until morning, but I am too,” Alexis murmured. 
 
    “Right, and with that note, it’s time to sleep,” Jynx announced. “I will keep a constant vigil.” For a split second, her face was serious, firm with resolve, and then she burst out laughing. Alexis wasn’t sure what was funny, but she was exhausted and agreed that a good night’s sleep was just what she needed. 
 
    She lay down, making a pillow of her backpack, and faced Molly. Molly used her arm as a pillow and looked at Alexis, questioning and unsure. Alexis closed her eyes, ready to sleep, but Molly murmured, “Hey.” 
 
    “Yeah?” she peeled one eye open. 
 
    “I … are you mad? That I left, I mean? You haven’t said anything, but I thought maybe … I dunno, maybe you would be?” 
 
    Alexis grumbled, “Stop worrying about it and get some sleep.” 
 
    “Right.” Then, so quietly that Alexis almost didn’t hear her, she whispered, “Thanks for coming to get me.” 
 
    Alexis reached out and took Molly’s hand without opening her eyes again. “Any time.” Then she thought better of that statement and said, “Actually, please don’t make me do it again.” Molly laughed and Alexis couldn’t help but smile at the sound. She was so glad to have Molly back with her that she slept peacefully, even on a bed of leaves and dirt.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven: Home Sweet Home 
 
      
 
    They walked for only two hours the next day before Jynx stopped. Molly stopped next to her, but Alexis kept going for a few steps before she realized she wasn’t following anyone anymore. She returned to their sides and asked. “What is it? Is something up?” 
 
    “We’re here,” Jynx said, gesturing around the clearing. “Almost home.” 
 
    Alexis looked around, her brow furrowed in confusion. She couldn’t tell one clearing apart from another, but she knew they couldn’t have walked enough. “But, we didn’t go through the Elf Camps.” 
 
    Jynx waved away her concern. “That was a detour. We’re here now.” 
 
    “But how can you tell? It all looks the same.” 
 
    “I can see it,” Molly said, waving her hand through the air in front of her, creating ripples like the shimmer of heat in the distance. “Isn’t this … are we by Cassi’s house?” she asked, frowning. 
 
    Alexis was caught between impressed and annoyed; she didn’t like being the only one who couldn’t see the rift. “If we’re really where I came in, then yeah. Why? Did you come a different way?” 
 
    “I don’t remember. I was a bit dazed.” She sounded slightly distant and distracted. 
 
    Alexis shrugged. “Well, if you can tell we’re near Cassi’s, then I guess we’re in the right place.” 
 
    “Oh, so you trust her,” Jynx said, placing her hand over her chest in a dramatic display of mock offense. 
 
    Alexis rolled her eyes and grabbed Molly’s hand. “Well, let’s go then.” The first time, Jynx had pushed her through the rift, but this time she walked through together with Molly. The first steps were slow, but then they were almost running in their joint excitement to get home. Alexis felt the magic cover her face, a moment of suffocation and panic, and then break like a bubble as she burst into the woods. They’d been running so fast that they ended a few steps into the man-made pond before they managed to slow down. There was a moment of stunned silence as they both looked at their wet feet, then they laughed as they stepped back out of the pond and onto the leafy shore. 
 
    But the laughing died away as Molly looked into the distance. Her voice was quiet when she spoke. “God, I forgot to ask. How did everyone else take my disappearance?”  
 
    Alexis looked her over, wondering what answer would be best. She decided to be frank. “Better than me. They think you ran away to search for your dad. It’s probably best if we stick with that story.” 
 
    “You could tell them whatever you wanted and they’d believe it,” Jynx chirped from behind them. Alexis turned to examine her. She’d spent so much time with Jynx as a shapeshifter that she’d almost forgotten what she looked like when she passed for human. She was still a tall, thin and long-limbed girl with a penchant for mismatched colors, but now she had a shock of red hair that stood out against her tan skin. She grinned, flashing square, normal teeth, and said, “Well, I’ve done my duty, so I’ll be off now. See ya later.” She winked once and disappeared. Alexis caught a flash of red fur in the distance. She had a feeling that when Jynx said she’d see her later, she meant it. 
 
    “I can’t help but wonder what sort of trouble she’s going to get into,” Alexis commented. When she turned back to face Molly, she was surprised and relieved to see the girl she’d known all her life instead of the stunning faery that had replaced her. “Did you use a glamour?” 
 
    “Yup, I’ve been practicing,” she beamed, then she seemed to realize what that implied and her smile faltered slightly. “Umm, do I look okay?” 
 
    Alexis scanned her. There were little differences she hadn’t noticed on first glance. Molly’s skin was more tanned than before, as if she’d spent the last two weeks on the beach, her skin was flawless in a way that made her look almost airbrushed, and her eyes still looked more bronze than brown, but in the end, Alexis nodded her approval. “Beautiful.” 
 
    Molly grinned in relief. “Thanks, honey-bunches.” 
 
    “Right, well, are you ready to go home?” 
 
    “Just one last thing.” She leaned forward and brushed Alexis’ lips with the tips of her fingers, leaving behind a tingling trace of magic. “There, now your mom won’t freak out about your lip tattoo.” 
 
    Alexis grimaced. “God, I can’t believe I keep forgetting about that.” 
 
    “Out of sight, out of mind.” Alexis flinched at the phrase and rubbed her throat, but Molly had already turned around and headed in the direction of the street. “Onward!” she commanded. She glanced back at Alexis, her expression caught between a grimace and a forced smile. “We might as well get moving. This is gonna be a long day. Man, I am not looking forward to seeing my mom again.” 
 
    Alexis grimaced too. “Oh, man, I forgot to tell you. She called the police, so you’ll have to explain it to them too.” 
 
    Molly groaned. “Hoodwink, more like. Gosh, can you imagine if we just came out and said what really happened?” Her voice went an octave higher as she said with extra wide eyes, “Well, you see, mom, I’ve been in Fairy Land, and did you know that your ex-boyfriend was a faery? Because it sure took me by surprise.” She snorted. “We’d be thrown straight in the loony bin!” 
 
    “Well, we’ll do what we can to avoid that, yeah? Come on.” And she led the way down the street. Molly caught up with her in two steps, bumping her shoulder against Alexis’. They discussed what they would say as they walked the rest of the way home.  
 
    They returned to Alexis’ house first, and when she opened the door, she wasn’t entirely surprised to find it empty. Even if her parents had stayed home at first, worried about her and waiting for her to show up or call them, they would have needed to go back to work after the first few days. How long had she been gone? She wasn’t sure, but she thought she’d spent about eight days altogether in the Faery Realm, but she didn’t know how many days that translated to being gone from home. She hadn’t asked Molly yet, but she was dying to know if she’d really spent a full year in the Faery Realm. Still, she felt it was best if Molly was the one to tell her everything in her own time—though once she started really explaining, Alexis knew she wouldn’t be able to hold back her questions. 
 
    “Come on, we’ll go up to my room and put this stuff away,” she said, gesturing to her backpack. “Do you want to call your mom or go see her?” 
 
    Molly pursed her lips. “I’d like to avoid her as long as possible. So, I guess I’ll call first. I am in so much trouble.” 
 
    Alexis silently agreed with her as she sat on her bed. She noticed both her cell phone and her note, still on her nightstand where she’d left them. This surprised her, since she assumed that her parents would have snatched them both up—the note for the police, and the cellphone to desperately search through her texts to see if Molly had contacted her or if she’d told anyone where she was going. She picked up her phone and turned it on, shocked to find that she didn’t have any texts. She thought that maybe someone would text her—Mandy, or her parents before they realized she was gone and had left her phone behind—but there was nothing. On closer inspection, she noticed the date and time on her cell phone and almost dropped it in surprise. 
 
    “What, what is it?” Molly asked frantically. 
 
    Alexis handed her the phone, dazed. 
 
    Molly frowned, confused. “Okay, so it’s three o’clock in the afternoon.” Then she sighed in relief. “Oh good, I was only gone for about a week.” But her frown returned as she looked up at Alexis. “How soon did you come after me?” 
 
    “About six hours ago,” Alexis replied, her mouth dry with shock. 
 
    Molly’s frown deepened, then comprehension dawned. “Wow, the days really move quickly there. That explains a lot.” 
 
    “How long were you there for?” Alexis waited, her breath held—would Molly tell her the same thing Ormond had hinted at? She wanted so badly to know the answer to all of her burning questions. Her lips thinned as she held them back. 
 
    “Oh, uh, I dunno, not too many months,” she mumbled, not quite meeting Alexis’ eyes. 
 
    “Really?” She suspected Molly wasn’t being honest, but didn’t want to push her too much. Not yet at least.  
 
    She shrugged and fiddled with Alexis’ phone. “Yeah, well, sometimes the days kind of blurred together.” 
 
    Alexis couldn’t help but ask, “But what were you doing all that time?” 
 
    Molly pursed her lips and her face as her eyes clouded with guilt. 
 
    Alexis waved her hand dismissively—she didn’t want Molly to feel bad. “Never mind, it’s not important.” She smiled and added, “At least my parents probably don’t even know I was gone.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Molly agreed, nodding a bit too enthusiastically. 
 
    Alexis sighed in relief and flopped back on her bed. Molly crawled up next to her and snuggled into the sheets. 
 
    “Alexis,” she whispered. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Thanks for coming for me.” 
 
    Alexis smiled up at the ceiling, her eyes closed. “You said that already.” 
 
    “I know. I missed you.” 
 
    “Missed you too.” 
 
    “Love you.” 
 
    “Love you too.” 
 
    They stayed there, silent and relishing the fact that they were both finally home. They stared at the ceiling together for an hour, and occasionally Alexis reached out and touched Molly’s shoulder, just to remind herself that she was truly there. They didn’t move until they heard a door opening downstairs. 
 
    “Mom!” Alexis called, lunging from the bed. She ran downstairs and practically launched herself at her mother. 
 
    “Well, this is a pleasant surprise,” Mrs. Dearborn replied as she hugged her daughter back with one arm, simultaneously using her to balance so that she could take her shoes off without bending down. Then she seemed to get a good look at Alexis and scowled at her. “What have you done to your hair?” 
 
    “What?” Alexis blinked, reaching up to touch her hair, then remembered the new color and muttered, “It was an accident.” Then, before her mother could ask her what that meant, she said, “Guess what? Molly’s back!” 
 
    Mrs. Dearborn blinked for a moment, her mouth opening in surprise, closed for a moment, then opened again. “Honey, are you,” she began to ask, but when she looked over Alexis’ shoulder she saw Molly paused in the act of walking down the stairs, gripping the banister and smiling sheepishly.  
 
    “Hi,” she said quietly. 
 
    “Molly!” Mrs. Dearborn exclaimed, the spell of shock finally breaking. “I … well, this … have you called your mother yet? Oh, we should call her,” she said, sweeping off to the kitchen without another word. 
 
    Alexis gestured Molly forward, who suddenly looked scared. Alexis offered her hand, and Molly clutched her with both of hers so hard that it hurt. Even if it had been months for Molly, she was evidently still upset by the last argument, and Alexis didn’t blame her. It was the worst one she’d ever seen between a mother and daughter, and wasn’t surprised that Molly wanted to avoid another confrontation. 
 
    They could hear Mrs. Dearborn talking in the kitchen. “Yes, yes, she’s here. No, I only just found out. Yes, of course.” 
 
    “I don’t want to see her,” Molly whispered frantically, turning beseeching eyes on Alexis. 
 
    “You’re gonna have to see her eventually,” Alexis whispered. “Better now than later. You’ll probably have to talk to the cops too. Just stick to our story.” She paused, then said, “Just, remember that no one knows I was gone, right? So, you … I don’t know.” 
 
    Molly gave her a small smile. “I went looking for my dad, but I never found him, so I gave up and came back home.” 
 
    Alexis smiled reassuringly and they went to the living room to sit on the couch, still holding hands.  
 
    Mrs. Dearborn finished her conversation and found them in the living room. “Your mom will be here soon, Molly. Do you want me to stick around? It sounds like you had a pretty awful fight last time, and I don’t want to leave Alexis as mediator.” 
 
    Molly gave her a relieved smile. “That would be great,” she said. So, they waited for ten minutes in silence until there was a knock on the door. 
 
    Mrs. Dearborn opened the door. Mrs. Connolly swept into the room and looked down at her daughter. Molly took a moment to compose herself, then stood up to face her mother. “Mom,” she said quietly. 
 
    Alexis jumped in her seat when Mrs. Connolly’s hand swung back and flew in a swift arc to smack Molly, but Molly caught her hand before it could connect with her cheek, anger filling her eyes. “How dare you,” Mrs. Connolly hissed, her eyes filling with tears. “How dare you go searching for him without a word! Without consulting me! How could you leave like that? Like him?” The more she talked, the closer she came to crying. Her last words were more like a wail, “Why does everyone leave me?” 
 
    “Mrs. Connolly!” Mrs. Dearborn gasped, stepping toward her, but Molly waved her back.  
 
    “Mom, I’m sorry,” Molly murmured and Alexis felt like she might be intruding on a very personal moment, but she still didn’t want to leave. “I left on a whim and then was just too stubborn to come back right away.” Then she leapt forward and wrapped her mother in a hug, sobbing, “I’m so sorry, I’ll never do it again.” 
 
    They clung to each other, hugging and sobbing. Finally, they pulled away, Mrs. Connolly nodding and wiping her eyes, trying to look dignified. “Well, I’ve called the police to tell them you’ve returned.” She looked to Mrs. Dearborn and said, “Thank you for letting us meet them in your home.” 
 
    “It’s not a problem,” Mrs. Dearborn reassured her, though her smile was slightly uneasy.  
 
    It took another fifteen minutes for the police to arrive. They asked Molly in-depth questions about where she had been the past two weeks. Alexis watched and was sure that Molly was grateful that, of all the traits she had inherited from her dead faery father, she didn’t inherit the forced honesty of the fae. Molly spun lies, listing nearby towns and details of her search with ease, as if she’d really done all the things that she claimed. Once it was established that Molly had not run away because of abuse, that she was not a risk for a second attempt, and that she had not made contact with her father, they left, satisfied with their closed case. Alexis suspected Molly had used some small compulsion to support her story—she’d seen her brush her hand over one of the officer’s hands at least once, and they’d been too agreeable for a situation where a teenager had been missing for a full week. 
 
    “We’re going home,” Mrs. Connolly announced shortly after the officers departed. “And Molly, don’t think that my relief to have you home doesn’t mean you aren’t grounded. Alexis,” she gave Alexis a curt nod before adding, “It will be at least a week before she will be coming back here.” 
 
    Alexis smiled weakly—all in all, everything had turned out much better than they’d expected. “Maybe between us we can get her to stay in one place.” 
 
    Before they left, Molly hugged Alexis fiercely, using the opportunity to whisper in her ear, “I will never leave you like that again.” 
 
    Alexis smiled and whispered back “See you in a week,” as she pulled away. She watched them leave and wondered what would happen between mother and daughter now. Did Mrs. Connolly remember her affair with a faery? Was Molly ever going to tell her the truth? 
 
    Her mother put her hand on her shoulder to get her attention and smiled at her. “I’m glad she’s back.” 
 
    “Me too.” She hugged her mother again and was profoundly glad to finally be home. 
 
    “Now, would you like to tell me what you did to your hair?”


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    As the summer passed, Alexis and Molly returned to their old attached-at-the-hip routine, though there were a few inevitable changes.  
 
    Molly’s homecoming heralded a barrage of excitement from all her other friends, who called, texted, and messaged her when they weren’t stopping by her house to see for themselves that she was back safe and sound. Even though Mrs. Connolly had put Molly on house arrest as she’d promised, she did allow these short visits without any complaint. During those visits, Molly spent most of her time reassuring everyone that she was fine and she wouldn’t do anything so stupid again.  
 
    After a week, Molly was released from her imprisonment, and she and Alexis went everywhere together. No one was surprised by this, but they were surprised by how much Alexis tried to join the conversation. Though they didn’t know the cause, Alexis had become used to talking more often while she was with her companions in the Faery Realm, and it was a habit she decided not to break. Some even attributed this change to her new hair color—which everyone assumed was from a bottle. Cassi breezily commented that, “Blondes have all the fun while redheads have all the temper.” Alexis surprised everyone further when she just laughed and replied, “Man, you got that right.”  
 
    Whenever someone asked her why she changed it, she’d quip “I lost a bet,” or “Well, I had nothing better to do that weekend.”  
 
    The summer passed without any other incidents and with great excitement as they prepared to start their senior year. However, there was an unusual guest that visited Alexis at Cassi’s house just a few weeks before school began.  
 
    Cassi answered the door and was almost speechless as she escorted the visitor to the pool in the backyard. Alexis was lounging on the edge of the pool, wearing a T-shirt over her ill-fitting swimsuit, dry except for her feet dipping into the water, and laughing at a joke one of Brian’s friends had just told. 
 
    “Alexis, this guy says he’s here to see you,” Cassi called, her brow furrowed in confusion. 
 
    Alexis looked up and called, “Keir!” before she realized where she was and how odd this looked. She blushed, excused herself and hurried over to him. “Hey, what are you doing here?” she whispered, taking his hand. She looked back at the group—who didn’t hide their interest—and called, “I’ll uh, be right back.” 
 
    She pulled Keir back through the house and out to the porch where they would have relative privacy—at least the neighbors wouldn’t stare with as much abandon her friends. “Hey, is everything okay?” 
 
    “It is,” he confirmed with a slight smile. “I came to bring you a gift.” 
 
    “Oh, I like presents,” she said, but she smiled at him sheepishly. “I’m sorry I lost your last one.” The necklace with the iron charm had been lost in the fight with Ormond, and she’d forgotten about it until after she’d returned home. 
 
    “It served its purpose,” he assured her. 
 
    Her smile grew more genuine and she began to bounce slightly, “So what is it?” 
 
    He reached into his pocket with his free hand and pulled out a silver pocket watch. Turning her hand over, he carefully placed it in her palm. “I thought this might be useful for when you come to visit.” 
 
    She turned it over in her hand and fiddled with it—each side had a clasp, and they each opened to reveal separate clock faces. The one on the left had three additional circles below the expected numbers, and the one on the right had two. “What is it?” She glanced up and added quickly, “And don’t just state the obvious.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow, but let the comment go. “This side,” he told her, tapping the face on the right, “Will always show you the time in the Mortal Realm. This circle shows the month,” he tapped on the right, “And this one the date,” he tapped on the left. “This side,” he began, turning the clock over in her palm, cradling her hand in his. “Shows you the time in the Faery Realm. It is also designed to let you know how much time you have left on our deal.” He tapped each circle in turn, starting from left to right. “Years, months, and days.” There were seventeen little ticks for the years’ clock face. Alexis wasn’t surprised that it had taken him a few months to make or commission this watch with how specific the details were. 
 
    “Wow,” she said, thoroughly impressed as she closed her hand around the watch, pressing both sides firmly shut. She almost thanked him, but decided she was enough in his debt already. “Is that all you came for?” 
 
    “Sadly, it is. I have to return,” he murmured, gently brushing a blond curl behind her ear.  
 
    “You don’t want to meet my friends?” she asked, grinning because she knew the answer would be no. 
 
    His expression became one of exaggerated horror. “I think it is time I made a quick retreat.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Oh, come on, they’re not that bad.” 
 
    “All the same,” he murmured, a slight smile touching his lips. 
 
    She snorted, but instead of pushing him further she leaned up to kiss him, but before her lips reached his, she paused. It had been a few months since she’d seen him, and kissing no longer seemed quite as casual; she was suddenly having second thoughts about her actions. But just as she was pulling away, Keir leaned down and kissed her softly. “Keep safe,” he murmured against her lips. 
 
    “Mm,” When he tried to straighten up, she put her hand behind his neck, signaling that he should stay right there. He smiled against her lips, slid his hands around her waist, and they proceeded to become reacquainted. When she finally pulled away for air, she whispered, “I missed you.” 
 
    “And I you. I would take you with me now, if you wished, but I am afraid it is too dangerous.” 
 
    If he wasn’t trying to bring her home with him, she suspected that was a testament to how worried he was. “Keep me updated?” 
 
    “I will try.” Then he leaned down to kiss her again, expressing his reluctance to leave. 
 
    “Hey, hot stuff, don’t keep us waiting!” Molly called from the doorway. Keir looked up at her and she grinned and explained, “I was talking to Alexis.” 
 
    Alexis pulled slightly away from Keir to glare. She was surprised to discover that half of the party was gathered there, grinning like the bunch of voyeurs they were. “Hey, some privacy please?” 
 
    “Invite your boyfriend back to take a dip!” Mandy called, grinning. 
 
    “Sorry, he’s only stopping by,” Alexis called back, then leaned up and wrapped her arms around his neck in a hug, using the position to whisper to him, “You purposefully found me with my friends just to make sure you could get rid of the competition, didn’t you?” 
 
    He pulled away only far enough to give her an innocent look, but instead of denying it, he admitted, “I saw no reason not to take advantage of the situation.” She rolled her eyes and he squeezed her hips gently. “Keep safe,” he said again. 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    He nodded an acknowledgement to the watching group before turning and walking toward the woods and the rift. Alexis watched him until he was out of sight, then turned back to reenter the house. She passed the group, suppressing a smile as they all watched him with curiosity.  
 
    “Where have you been hiding him?” Cassi asked, staring after him with a mixture of jealousy and approval.  
 
    Alexis fingered the watch, for the first time noticing that carved onto the Faery Realm side was the same type of Celtic knot that had been carved into the iron charm he gave her. She smiled slightly as she traced it. 
 
    “Hello, Earth to Alexis?” 
 
    “Hmm?” she looked up and only then realized that Cassi had asked her a question. “Oh, umm, what did you say?” 
 
    Cassi huffed in impatience. “I said where have you been hiding him?” 
 
    She gave a silly grin as she considered her answer, “In another world.”


 
   
  
 

 Acknowledgements 
 
      
 
    There are a lot of people who were instrumental in helping me finish this book, and I’d like to take a moment to thank them for their contributions.  
 
    Lora Lee Pettit has been working with me on this story for every single revision from start to finish. She has the great honor—and possibly the great disappointment—of being the sounding board for every single character, scene and decision. This, sadly, means that she will never be surprised by the outcomes of the story, but also means that she has the most influence in how the story progresses.  
 
    An important part of the process is having reliable proofreaders. For the first edition, Beth Ridge and Vanessa Hills helped make sure that everything was read carefully, and to catch those little mistakes that I simply glossed over. But even with a few extra pairs of eyes, not everything can be found. So for this newest edition, Amanda Bradburn is added to this list. A professional proofreader, she gave the manuscript one last final coat of polish.  
 
    My sister, Elle Ridge, has been one of most enthusiastic readers so far. She has a very specific talent for choosing just the right word to make a sentence more concrete and easier to understand. I hope everyone else enjoys the story as much as she does.  
 
    Trent Jackson and Jon Pettit are two very logically minded individuals that have helped me improve certain scenes to follow a more common-sense route. Sometimes I’m more focused on the destination than the journey, and they both have their own way of making sure I obey the traffic laws.  
 
    Lindsey Pennell, Katie Sorenson, and Thomas Sniadecki helped improve the beginning of the book with useful comments and pointing out which details were and were not necessary for reader enjoyment. 
 
    Thank you to everyone else who has gotten this far. I hope you will join me for the sequel, Divided Worlds, which will follow both Alexis and Molly on another adventure in the Faery Realm.
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