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“ARE YOU READY, TYERIA?”

I have my bag at my feet and said the last of my goodbyes to a few of the classmates I am leaving behind. Of course, I said goodbye to the teachers here, since I have learned so much from them all. I will miss this place, despite my excitement at returning home. This was my other home for three years, and my experience here has gained me confidence and expertise. I straighten out my dark-colored dress and sweep aside a dark lock of hair from my shoulder, turning to greet him with a smile. He strides across the gardens toward me, wearing typical Fae garb. He is golden, like his mother, handsome, and has turned every female’s eye here at the Academy. 

Well, except for me, of course. It would be too weird. We are cousins, grown up together in the Glen and ended up going to the Academy together almost at the same time. 

The Academy is located on an island in the Bermuda Triangle. Hundreds of years ago, it was a special place where sorcerers, or those who thought they might have the aptitude for it, could come and learn their craft. Back then, it had been darker, where only the best held a sorcerer’s title and were allowed to leave. And the supreme sorcerer, Amonar, held the title for many years until King Turok of the Ocean Dark Fae recruited him to fight the Queen of the Forest Dark Fae, my Aunt Katie. 

Now, she holds the title, and thankfully no one has risen to challenge her for it. And because of this title, she now has a say in the Academy and how it operates. Together with another powerful sorceress, Shibina, and Arianna, my Aunt Alina’s mother-in-law, and Ekrius, a teacher here, the Academy has grown into what it should have been at the outset; a place for the magically inclined to come and learn. And open to almost everyone who is willing to accept what this place offers. 

Dalvin moves into my arms and kisses my cheek fondly. 

“Dalvin. Thank you for seeing me off. I will miss you at the Glen,” I tell him warmly. 

He takes a step back. “Say hello to Mother for me. Tell her I will mirror call her tomorrow.”

“I will.” I smile, eager to return to the Glen and see my parents in the flesh, the Aunties, Uncles, and my cousins. 

“And of course, say hello to Aunt Asteria and my other aunties and uncles,” he adds. 

“Of course I will,” I assure him with a smile. 

Asteria is my mother, and Tyrion is my father. Both are Dark Fae. My mother is Aunt Katie’s Advisor, and my father is her General. At the thought of them, anticipation builds in my chest. We are not prisoners here at the Academy and may go home for short periods of time, so over the years, I have been able to see them. Now, graduated, it brings a mixture of feelings within me. Leaving what I have known here and back to my Glen where family awaits. 

Dalvin’s eyes flick over my shoulder and his handsome face tightens. I slowly turn to see Elyon approaching. My toe taps in annoyance. 

“Too bad we don’t have any Koscite,” Dalvin mutters. 

I stop tapping and grin. “Too bad it is rare and difficult to come by,” I join in. “It would have been fun to put a pebble in his pocket and watch him flounder.” Perhaps that’s the Dark Fae side in me to think this way. 

Dalvin sputters an ungentlemanly laugh, and I join in, equally unladylike. We get ourselves under control watching Elyon approach with confidence, if not arrogance. Dalvin whispers he will stick around, and I slowly dip my chin. I am thankful for his support, even if I do not need it. But one thing the Children of the Glen know is that we have each other’s backs. We can count on each other, whether it’s for support or in battle. However, I have handled Elyon since I arrived, and it looks like my last day will not be an exception. 

Elyon has burned a torch for me since I arrived. He is handsome, dark, aristocratic, and in line to be a King of the North Forest Dark Fae. His heritage as a Dark Fae is undeniable, with a lineage that stretches back thousands of years. He has a direct line to the firsts. A fact that he let ‘slip’ early on, in the years he’s been here. And this lineage has made him attractive to others here at the Academy. The fact that we are both Forest Fae made me that much more interesting to him. But I’ve grown up around royals, and while I would be open to marrying a King, it is not something I have ever actively pursued, nor is it something I strive to accomplish in my life.

And if he truly knew how I was raised, he’d probably regard me with disdain—or maybe not—since I am one of the most beautiful Dark Fae ‘ever.’

No, I am not vain. But I am beautiful. It is something I have heard my entire life. I have seen the covert stares or heard the whispers. I have even been the recipient of finger-pointing, not to mention rude pick-up lines. Dalvin told me I could roll in the mud and still be the most beautiful Fae around. I doubt that, but he was insistent. And when I look at myself in the mirror, I see what others see. I am unblemished, unmarked, dark in skin, wings, and hair. Even my dress. Many have compared me to an angel. 

Elyon stops before us, looking at Dalvin disdainfully. Of course, here at the Academy we are to be polite to all, and they forbid us to use any magic on each other regardless of how we feel about one another. The acceptance documents actually include this stipulation, and they remove any student who breaches it. I am unsure if this has ever occurred, but if we could use our magics against each other, I am certain Elyon wouldn’t hesitate where Dalvin is concerned. 

But what Elyon doesn’t know is that Dalvin can also trace his roots back to the first Light Fae—a truth Queen Alina and Dalvin have kept quiet, and one I only learned a few years ago and haven’t spoken of. It is part of Dalvin’s charm that he never needs to posture for respect. He knows who he is, what he’s capable of, and where he comes from. He will make a fine King someday. 

“So, you’ve had enough,” Elyon says, eyeing me up and down with unveiled appreciation. 

“I graduated a year early,” I tell him. 

There are different time lengths here at the Academy. Some come for a year, some stay for four, or even more if they wish. It is up to the students to determine their time here. I took the four-year course and so, yes, I’m gloating. I worked and studied hard, and while the teachers did not deem me a sorceress, I am awfully close to one. I succeed in getting him to glower. But it’s not like he couldn’t leave... or graduate. 

“Well,” he smirks. “I’ll definitely miss seeing you around.”

“Thank you, Elyon,” I reply graciously. “I need to leave now.” I hold eye contact with him. 

He sticks his hand out. I breathe in and then take the proffered hand. He brings it to his lips and kisses my knuckles, lingering, his eyes never leaving mine. 

“It will be dismal here without your beauty.” 

He tries to be eloquent, but it’s annoying and what my cousin Kyla would say is—creepy. Annoyed with him, I pull my hand back. 

“Goodbye, Elyon.” 

I think I see a glow from Dalvin, but when I glance at him, he’s still, like a stone carving, save for the muscle that tics in his jaw, his eyes on Elyon. 

Elyon’s top lip rises slightly. “Yes, goodbye. You know where I am at in case you ever want to... get in touch.”

Ick. I would rather touch a Harpy. And keeping to myself had been quite the chore here. Yes, I made a few friends, but I wouldn’t consider Elyon one of them. I focused on my studies with the sole objective of maximizing my learning within the shortest amount of time. I remain silent, and he moves off. 

I turn to Dalvin. “I am sorry you will have to deal with him. Are you sure you want to stay?” I joke. 

“Apprenticing under Ekrius is something I cannot pass up. It’s too great an opportunity. Besides, Grans Arianna is here, and I’ve enjoyed her teachings as well.”

I smile. “Arianna is quite accomplished. I hope I have made her proud.” My talent is on par with hers, but despite her praise in my abilities, doubts still rise now and then. 

Dalvin pulls me into a hug. “I’m sure you’ve done more than that here. Now, time for you to get home.” He steps back, ready to make a portal. “My Lady,” he says with a short bow. 

I giggle. “I can make my own portal,” I say, giving his shoulder a shove. 

“Not this morning, you don’t.” 

He creates one, and I kiss his cheek. One last look around, then I grab my bag and step through. 

~
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IT DOESN’T TAKE LONG for the Glen to come running, my parents leading the way. I make my rounds of hugs and greetings, answering questions and reconnecting. Someone takes my bag to bring to my tent, which they will erect shortly. I am then whisked away to the meeting tent. I sit at the table, answering more questions about my time at the Academy, my heart full. 

My aunties Katie, Alina, Edana, and Isla—though Isla is not here right now—and my uncles Kaleb, Davorin, Kerian, and Lucas all listen to my tales. Then they catch me up on what has been happening here. Aunt Katie tells me how proud she is of me. Aunt Edana tells me that the Court could use someone like me. Aunt Alina agrees with both, and my mother says she is proud and pleased with my accomplishments. We enjoy the food, and soon I am stifling yawns, even though it’s only noon. It seems my excitement and nonstop chatter have worn me out. 

My mother makes a comment about getting me situated, since my tent should be up now. I say goodbye and follow my parents outside. Once inside my tent, I see fresh pillows, a table, a small platter of food, drink, and a bath behind a partition and a wardrobe. I exhale and then turn into my parents’ waiting arms. 

“Oh, we have missed you!” my mother squeezes me tight, and I feel my father’s squeeze around us both. 

I grunt and laugh. “Okay, need to breathe.” I put a few steps between us, unable to keep the cheerful smile off my face. 

We chat for a while, and they tell me the Dungeon Court will convene at the end of the week. A guest has requested an audience, so the Queens agreed to hold Court. Since I will be here, I plan to attend as well.

Aunt Katie established the Dungeon Court over twenty-five years ago, after she rescued several prisoners from the Dark Fae Unseelie Court dungeons. Because they were unrepresented, she wanted everyone to have a voice. Growing up, our parents encouraged all of us children to attend or even participate, both to observe and to learn Court proceedings.

I give my parents one last hug and then retire, thankful for the peace and needing the rest. 

~
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WHEN MORNING ARRIVES, I realize I have slept through the entire night. Fae do not always need rest—usually only when wounded or, in my case, pushed past exhaustion—but we do take it when it comes. After yesterday’s whirlwind, and shaking off the years at the Academy, the long stretch of quiet has left me clear-headed and ready for the day. I move to the washbasin behind the partition and make quick use of it. I don a dark gown, hair clipped back, wings snugged close; then I slip outside my tent and pause a step beyond the flap, closing my eyes to the sounds that greet me with instant comfort. 

The first one I see here as I walk to the dining area is Kerianna. “Ria!” I embrace her forcefully. 

“Hello,” she murmurs, but a smile brightens her face. 

She is beautiful to me; marble swirls cover her body, evidence of her mixed lineage of Light Fae and Dark Fae. Her mother, my aunt Edana, is Dark Fae and Second in Command to our Aunt Katie. And her father is Light Fae, who is a General to our Aunt Alina. We chat animatedly, reaching the dining area where others are only beginning to arrive. 

“I love those leathers on you,” I say. “I should have Glory make me a set too.”

“What color?”

“All my life I’ve dressed in dark colors... I should choose... white.”

“You’ll see all the dirt.”

I make a face. “Dark blue.” 

“Another dark color.”

I snile. “True!” I eye her leathers for a moment. “I do like the gray you are in. Maybe I can ask to have some design work on it. Oh! You’ve made me excited to ask Glory. I hope she returns soon.” Glory is a Dwarf and a part-time resident since she travels the Lands to sell her weapons. I consider my cousin for a moment. “You should go to the Academy, Ria.”

She looks away from me. We have had this discussion before. And while I think she’d be fine, she is hesitant. A couple of years back, I had returned for a slight reprieve from my classes. I had told her all about the Academy, and she seemed enraptured with my tales. I told her about the larger Dungeon Court situated on the grounds, which supported the diverse students there, and the beautiful gardens surrounding it. She had seemed wistful, even leaning towards accepting, but in the end, when I encouraged her to come, she declined. I only wished to get her out of the Glen for a while. 

I squeeze her arm. “It’s okay, Ria. You do not have to go.”

She nods at me, and I get the impression there is something else on her mind. We have always been close and more like sisters than cousins. And I have missed this since I’ve been away. 

“Tyeria?” She bites her lip. She knows she can ask me anything. “Do you think I’m the only one of... me?”

I try to keep the pity off my face, but my lips part and a look of pain crosses my features. “I don’t know, Ria.” And I truly do not. I had not seen any like her at the Academy. “But you are special. Never forget it, okay?”

She hugs me, and I return the hug, but my heart is heavy for her. Maybe she had been hoping that with me at the Academy, I might see another like her. I cannot imagine being the only one of me. I cannot imagine seeing Light Fae and Dark Fae every day, and never someone that looks like both. What is it like to be the only one of you?

“At least come to the Dungeon Court at the end of this week. Aunt Katie and Alina said a guest was arriving with a request.”

“Perhaps.” She offers a smile, squeezes my arm, and leaves. 

I head to the dining area, my stomach rumbling. I take my seat amongst my relatives and listen to the news of my other cousin, Kyla. She is Kyle’s twin sister. A few years back, some men who wanted to see her shift into her werewolf form had kidnapped her, potentially exposing our world to the human world. And if they had succeeded, our Glen could have been in serious danger. Her now-husband, Evan, had been instrumental in rescuing her from that fate. And now, she’s happily married to her mate. 

And I am still waiting for mine. 

~
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THE GLEN IS ALWAYS full of surprises. With so much magic concentrated here, it draws attention—wanted and unwanted. The werewolves protect the surrounding forest under my Uncle Kaleb, and the vampires under my Uncle Lucas, and together they keep watch over the borders. Before I left for the Academy, the Queens named Auralia, my cousin Kyle’s new wife, the new Keeper of the Forest, a title last held by our Great-Great-Grandmother Arabella.

And now we have word of an intruder. The Unseelie Court reports one as well, and the timing feels far too coincidental. Patrols increase, and our Fae guards join the effort. The next morning, Auralia, and a few werewolves bring in a stranger—a half-Dark Fae, or so I guess—and lock him in the cliffside cells built to contain prisoners and infused with powerful magic.

Then everything turns upside down. My cousin Kerianna helps him escape. We are terrified for her, knowing how dangerous it is for someone like her, but three days later she returns safely with Alerith, the man she saves. He is recovering here now, and the Glen buzzes with talk of their future.

But celebration will have to wait. The Queens are preparing for the arrival of a representative from another Land—someone who specifically requests the Dungeon Court instead of the Seelie or Unseelie Courts. I am curious enough to
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