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The Faerie Lights
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THE FLAMES OF OUR CAMPFIRE cast our campsite in a warm golden glow as we roasted marshmallows and stargazed. The sky was pitch black except for the twinkle of stars. I was camping with my family, our third trip of the season. This was my favorite time of year.

My sister, Jane, had been studying astronomy for the past few years. So, on these trips, we got to learn what she’d learned. 

“See, there? That’s the Big Dipper,” she said, pointing. “It’s so clear! I can’t believe how there are no clouds or light pollution out here.”

“We’re out in the country,” Dad said. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

“I want to live out here when I grow up,” Jane said. She was only ten, seven years younger than me.

“I thought you wanted to be an astronaut,” I said. “Maybe you’ll be living on a space station instead.”

“True,” she said. “It’d be almost the same thing, right? But I’d really miss you. You’d be...” She looked up at the sky, and her brow furrowed as though she were calculating some crazy math in her head. She was practically a genius. “Too far away, Maria.”

I pulled her close. “Ah, we’re never far away, sweetie. Because we’re always right here.” I put my hand on her heart. “You’ll find me right there. So, you’ll never, ever be alone.”

“That’s right,” Mom said. “A family is always together in each other’s hearts.”

The conversation moved on to other things, like tomorrow’s breakfast and swimming, and my mind drifted. I was lucky to have such a great family, to go on these trips every year, and to have the experiences that I’d been able to have. I was going to turn eighteen in a year, graduate high school, maybe go to college, and then...what? I hoped I’d still be able to do this...spend time out here in the country air, under the dark blanket of sky and stars, and laugh and savor this precious time...because I had a feeling that things would change. Soon.

I didn’t feel a need to join in the conversation; I just sat in my camp chair and soaked it all in. A dog barked; kids played at the campsite across from us. Their screams hurt my ears. Shadows from our neighbors’ campfire danced around us. A mosquito tried to bite me, but I got her first, ha! (Yes, according to Jane, female mosquitos bite people so they can lay their eggs). 

My eyelids became heavy and drowsiness overtook me...

And then I saw it.  

A small forest stood behind our campsite.  Trees obscured the path just beyond. It was so dark out there that it sucked all the light away.

Glowing lights in all different colors kept me transfixed. They beckoned me to them, soft whispers in my mind. They relaxed me, all my fears and worries slipping away.  I was in the midst of something important, something bigger than life itself.

I glanced at my parents, who were now arguing with Jane about how to properly roast marshmallows — golden brown or burnt? (For the record, burnt was best). 

One light flared right in front of me.  I wanted to capture it.  Nothing else mattered right now, this minute.

I stood.

"Maria?  Do you want to roast some more marshmallows with us?"  Mom asked. Then her voice took on a note of worry. "Is there something wrong?"

I could hear her, but I couldn't make myself answer.  The light held me captive.

It moved slowly across the campsite and toward the trees, toward that impossible darkness.  I followed, my steps unsure.  I heard Mom ask me something again, but my attention was entirely on the light and the trees.

Come home, a voice whispered in my ear. We have been waiting for you for a long, long time.

Follow me, another voice murmured.  I shall guide you home.

Slowly, just before I reached the trees, I turned to face my family.  The light dimmed. Summoning a smile, I called out, "Don't worry.  I just want to take a walk."

"Don't get lost out there," Dad said, eyeing the trees.  

“We have some s’mores fixings,” Mom said. “You don’t want to miss that.”

"No, I don’t," I said emotionlessly.  "I'll be back soon."

I had the sudden realization that I was about to leave this world and enter the world of the lights, of the unknown.

Warmth spread through me, filling me with energy and hope.  

This is where you belong.

~*~
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THE SECOND I STEPPED into the darkness, I was transported to another forest, lit by thousands of lights and trees with plump fruit hanging from thick branches. Others bore leaves in pastel shades – mauve, light blue, and light green.  Some were even silver and gold.

This was not my world.  

In the center sat two ornate thrones.  A woman wearing long, flowing green gown sat upon one of them.  She wore a simple crown; her golden hair flowed to the ground, sparkling and bright. Huge, lavender insect-like wings sprouted from her back and rose above her shoulders. 

I looked down at my clothes.  I’d worn shorts and a tee shirt that, unfortunately, got dirty today while I'd played frisbee with Jane.

But...these weren't my clothes.  I was dressed in a similar gown as the woman on the throne.  And I – was there a crown on my head?  I felt the curves of jewels and metal work, the weight of it.  And my hair...oh my God.  My hair was super long, just like the woman's. My feet, which bore satin, petite slippers, moved toward her completely on their own.

And wait. There was something —

A breeze, and an unfamiliar weight on my back. I turned my head and caught a flash of color. And what looked like...a wing —

It was moss green and insect-like, but it was definitely a wing. I checked the other side, just to be sure. And yes, there was another insect-like, moss-green wing there, too.

I had wings, just like the woman!

And they were heavy. And strange. And I didn’t understand this at all. I felt like I was going to puke —

Hundreds of lights surrounded me, brushing up against my body.  A little zing of current went through me at their touch.

They formed a straight line in front of me.  An explosion of sparks and light revealed people who also had wings like mine.  They were women and men dressed in fancy clothing.  It reminded me of Cinderella and the ball.  Beautiful, colorful dresses and shirts, fancy hairdos, glittering jewels.  Pointed ears and wings.

They went into deep bows in front of me, their foreheads touching the vivid green grass under my feet.

My stomach twisted with anxiety.  Where was I?  Why was I dressed in fancy clothing and why were these people with wings bowing to me? And holy heck, how was I supposed to walk with these things attached to my back?

Me.  Maria.  Daughter of Alex and Corinne.  Sister of Jane. 

Lover of summer and camping and burnt marshmallows.

The woman turned to me, a bright smile upon her face.  She glowed with golden light, and her wings flapped lazily in the breeze.  "I assume you are confused, dear."  Her voice was melodic and soothing.  I tried to relax.  "I have waited for you to return to me for many, many years."

The anxiety came back a hundredfold, my stomach twisting itself into knots.  "What?  I can't return to you if I've...never left."  I would've remembered this place and all the people.  And the lights.

The woman chuckled.  "You do not remember, dear, but this was your home.  You were born here, but an unfortunate accident took you away from us.  We have mourned your absence every year about this time, when you first disappeared. We have been calling for you."

My eyes narrowed.  Something felt wrong.  "Who are you?"

The woman stood and came closer to me.  She reached out with glowing hands and took mine in them, that zing stronger than ever.  Her wings flared out to their full span: They were actually lavender with sparkling, golden layers underneath. It was not only gorgeous, but disorientating. But she felt familiar.  She tipped my chin up, so we were eye-to-eye.  Her eyes reminded me of rubies, the red pure and vivid.  

I remembered that my eyes were brown, but had the thinnest edges of red.

"Dear, I am your mother.  My name is Sorcha.  I am the Queen of the Summer Court of Faerie."  She swept her arm outward, indicating the people still bowed.  "And these are our people."  Her eyes met mine, and the world spun.  "Tell them to rise.  You are their princess, my heir to the throne."

Her voice seemed so far away.  The lights blurred in front of me, a kaleidoscope of color.  Voices whispered in my ears, and hands reached out to touch me.

I backed away, frantically trying to remember how I'd gotten here.

I couldn't remember.

"Aisling, listen to me.  You are home, where you belong.  Our people wish to greet you.”

I backed up again, my insides clenching.  My heart thudded so fast.  

Who was Aisling?

Was she me?

Why was I here?  Where were my parents?

How did I get here?

How do I get...home?

"Don't leave us, Princess," a male voice said.  "Please don't leave us.  We need you to stay alive."

That jolted me out of my trance.  "What do you mean?"

The guy was quite handsome, with long black hair braided down his back and eyes that glistened like diamonds.  "We need our sovereign here to continue to live.  You bring the Summer to us, and we are nourished by it."

"How would I...do that?" I asked, mystified.  I'd never heard of such things.  Sure, fairy tales – oh, holy God.  I was in my own fairy tale.

How did I get here?

I looked down at the others, still bowed.  What did the woman – my mother? – say to do?  "Um, rise.  You can rise."

They rose almost in sync, beatific looks on their faces.

"They love you," the guy said.  He turned to gesture toward them, and I noticed his obsidian wings.  "We have been hoping for your return
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