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      Through the thin trees, between the bark and brush, I could see the shimmers hovering over Torch Lake. The mysterious, glowing orbs that provided a gateway from the faerie realm to the human realm were a rare sight. No one was allowed a viewing without permission. Even then, access was rarely granted. Even for me.

      “We should not be here, Celyse,” Jaid whispered.

      He was right. If I were ever found here, I would never be allowed near them again. Yet still, the risk was worth it. It always was.

      A palace guard and my best friend since we were young, Jaid reluctantly indulged my foolish pursuits, including my requests to access the area, showing me unguarded paths to the lake. Not that I asked often. But Mother and Father were away on official Strong Haven business as the High King and High Queen of Faevenly, and my twin sister Malena and I were left alone for a few days with our minder, Maid Rell. Which meant no one was watching me as closely as they should.

      While Malena pursued royal things in the palace, I sought adventure. And there was nothing more exciting than the shimmers.

      “Oh please, Jaid.” I rolled my eyes at the tall, slender, silver-haired, violet-eyed fae. Even though his allegiance to duty was boring, I most certainly did not want him to get in trouble. I lifted my skirt and pulled out the black onyx knife I kept strapped to my thigh. I pressed it to his neck. “If we should be caught out here, you may tell everyone I held you at knife point.”

      He swatted my hand away. “Come now, Celyse. You know I am rising in the ranks. If discovered out here with you, violating my directives, I could lose my position.” His gaze scanned the area. “Besides, you know full well unauthorized lake visits are on the rise. It is not safe.” Then he muttered under his breath, “As if anyone would believe you could best me with a knife.”

      Although I knew Jaid was right, I did not think a quick visit would be dangerous. I could handle myself. Plus, I had him with me. I put the knife back in its place, then lowered myself on the ground and placed my head on my hands, as if settling in to watch a play or performance. “Let me have a few moments, and then we can leave.”

      After a long pause, he sighed, like I knew he would, then joined me on the lush grass. “What are you even looking for?” He waved his hand about. “There are sentinels posted along the perimeter, as usual. The shimmers are floating along the water, as usual. There is grass, there is sky, there are trees. Everything is the same.”

      “You see nothing, Jaid,” I mumbled, keeping my gaze on the glowing orbs in the distance. “I, on the other hand, see magic and beauty and possibility.”

      I had always been curious about the human realm, and often dreamed of going there so I could see and experience the things Maid Rell had taught me and Malena in our lessons.

      Jaid pulled a blade of grass and tossed it. “You are impossible.”

      I shrugged as I kept my gaze on the lake. “Perhaps I am. But what is wrong with wanting to see another world where the inhabitants watch moving picture stories on giant white screens? Travel the skies in oversized jet-propelled airplanes, and the seas on floating ships as big as villages? Villages, Jaid! Do you not wonder about the human realm?”

      “I do not. And you would do well to banish those fancies. Humans are our enemy. As a princess of Faevenly, you should not forget it.”

      I threw him a curious look. “You do not want to know what tacos taste like?”

      A clanging rang out. Yelling met my sharp ears. My attention zipped to the lake, where sentinels were fighting three fae with spears and swords.

      “Thunderation, not again,” Jaid spat out, jumping to his feet. “Get back to the palace,” he ordered as he rushed toward the melee.

      He did not have to tell me twice. I knew the wrath of my mother, the High Queen. If she found out I had been here, she would not be pleased at all. I had heard tales of how she could kill with her eyes when she dropped her glamour. It was not something I wanted to see.

      Lifting my skirt, knowing Jaid and the sentinels could handle themselves, I dashed off. I zigzagged between trees, jumped over rocks, and ducked low-hanging branches. When the palace spires came into view and the grounds began resembling a well-kept garden, I slowed my stride. I thought of the three fae who were skirmishing with the sentinels. No doubt they were dead by now since anyone approaching lake waters without permission was executed on sight. But who would attempt to breach Torch Lake at midday? It was a fool’s errand at any time, but doubly so in full daylight. Most breaches occurred at nightfall. I would have to ask Jaid about it later.

      As I continued at a normal pace, a lone white feather drifting in the wind caught my eye. It twirled and danced as the breeze directed it to a cluster of nearby bushes. It came to rest on a pile of red and brown leaves, looking angelic and pristine against the earthen backdrop, and I thought I should have it.

      Surely such a sighting was not happenstance.

      Approaching the quill, I bent down for it when a glint of light caught my eye. My breathing hitched. My hand trembled. And I could hardly believe my eyes. Amid the foliage nestled a small shimmer. But how? Every shimmer had been moved to Torch Lake after the Great Shimmer War several hundred years ago. Was this one overlooked? Had it drifted away from the others while no one noticed? Or maybe it had recently separated from the stratus and floated down from the sky?

      Scanning my surroundings, I realized I was alone with a lost shimmer and a chance at a private viewing of the human realm. A chance I might never have again. I crept forward, my mind recalling everything Maid Rell had taught me about the shimmers, like how they could be handled and manipulated at the edges. How you could see through them but not hear anything. How it was dangerous to go through them unless you were trained. How time between the two realms moved at the same speed. How they were either attached to a person or a place. Sometimes both.

      I wondered who or what this shimmer was attached to.

      With my heart racing, I reached out, grazing the round glow with my fingertips. A warm misty sensation connected with my skin, like vapor from a boiling pot of water. I eyed my surroundings again, then cupped the shimmer with both hands and brought it to my face. Peering through, I saw a bedchamber, but I could not make out much detail. I would need to stretch the shimmer so I could see better.

      But not in the open.

      With my newfound treasure in my grasp, I increased my distance from the palace, rounding my way out of sight and to an area of tightly packed trees. Crouching low, I shuffled my way through a small opening. Surrounded by the pines and sitting on a bed of leaves, I studied the shimmer in awe, thinking it the most beautiful and spectacular thing I had ever seen.

      “Incredible,” I murmured, as I pinched the edges with my fingertips. Like the thinnest and most delicate silk, I slowly stretched out the glow. When it was big enough to offer me a proper viewing, I released it and let it float in front of me.

      A bedchamber came fully into view. Pulling my legs up to my chin, I studied the room. The walls were painted a dark blue while the ceiling was a crisp white. A small bed took up the middle of one wall, and across from that were bookshelves and a desk. Over the bed hung a painting of a foot clad in a strange shoe with spikes on the bottom kicking a white ball. The bedsheets were crumpled and unmade, and piles of clothing dotted the floor.

      Covering my mouth, I chuckled at the mess, thinking it perfectly splendid, and wondered what it would be like to leave my bedchamber like that. I did not think Maid Rell would like it.

      Suddenly, a person walked into view. I sucked in my breath and backed up as a gorgeous tall human with dark, disheveled hair, brown eyes, full lips, and sun-kissed skin strolled across the room, eyes down as if looking for something.

      “My lady, Celyse!” It was Maid Rell, calling for me. “Where are you?”

      With a swipe, I collapsed the shimmer until it formed a small ball, then threw a pile of leaves on it. Calming myself, I peered through the trees. Not seeing Maid Rell, or anyone else for that matter, I crawled out and dashed away from the spot, not wanting her to see where I had come from. I dusted off my skirt, then patted my long silver hair to make sure it was not a mess.

      “I am here!”

      Maid Rell hurried over to me. Short and stocky with strong arms and thick legs, she waddled when she walked and moved everyone into action with her booming voice. Yet for a dwarf, she was actually on the taller side.

      “My lady,” she huffed. “You are late for your archery lesson!”

      “My goodness! My apologies, Maid Rell. The time must have gotten away from me.”

      “Indeed, it has.” She clapped two times. “Now come.”

      For the rest of the day, while I practiced with my bow, my head stayed in the clouds as I thought of the beautiful human I had seen through the shimmer. My mind was already calculating when I could sneak away to see him again.
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      A knock pounded on my door. It jarred me from my sleep, forcing my eyes to snap open and my body to jolt upright. I lunged for the baseball bat leaning against my nightstand, then shot out of bed and flung open my door.

      “¡Ay, Mijo!” She pressed her hand on her chest and blinked. “It’s me!”

      I exhaled, tension draining from my shoulders. “Jeez, Mom.” The bat fell from my hands with a thud. “You can’t do that.”

      The last time she banged on my door, it was the night our house was broken into. That was two years ago. I hadn’t slept right since.

      She dropped her hand. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think I was knocking hard.”

      I blew out as my nerves settled. “I thought something was wrong.”

      She patted my shoulder. “Nothing like that, Mijo. But I do need your help.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” I rubbed my head. “Okay.”

      She walked away then added over her shoulder, “Bring me your cleats right away so I can wash them.”

      Eyeing my mess, wondering where they were, I said, “I will.”

      While most families went to church early on Sunday and rested the remainder of the day, we didn’t. We cleaned all day, rested a little, then went to church at night. It was actually the best thing for Mom’s busy schedule with her clients and my soccer practices and games. So I didn’t complain much.

      After getting dressed, I was back on task, scanning the floor for my cleats, when a round glow appeared before me. Inside was the face of a beautiful girl. My breath caught. But as quick as the vision appeared, it disappeared.

      “What the –?” I inched closer to the spot, swiping my hand through the now empty space, wondering what I had seen because it most definitely wasn’t a spirit. At least, I didn’t think so.

      “¡Mijo! ¡Por favor! Your cleats!”

      “¡Ya voy!” I called back.

      Scratching my head, I shrugged off the vision, chalking it up to the weirdness that sometimes happened to me and my mom. The weirdness I avoided.

      “Just find the cleats,” I murmured to myself.

      I started rifling through piles of dirty clothes, tossing everything around. Under the last pile, and covered in mud, I finally found what I’d been looking for.

      I dangled the shoes by their laces, and met my mom in the laundry room. “Here you go.”

      She smiled. “Gracias, Mijo.”

      Mom and I fell into the rhythm of our routine. She cleaned her room, the kitchen, and the bathroom, and I cleaned my room, the living room, and tidied up the front yard and the back. As the day went on, I kept going back to my room, checking to see if the vision of the girl would reappear. But it never did. Which was just as well since I definitely didn’t want to add another unwanted family skillset to my supernatural resume.

      Finally, at the end of the long day, I was back in bed. Staring at the ceiling, I wondered about the girl I had seen. I had come to terms with the fact that I could see dead people like my mom. But visions? That was new. Though I knew my mom had visions, I never had. Maybe this was the same, or maybe it was only a fluke.

      With sleep almost taking me, I turned to my side when a soft glow materialized in my room. I sat up and watched it grow in shape and size, stretching out until it resembled a large mirror. Except, it didn’t hold a reflection. Instead, it revealed the same girl, looking ethereal and magical, wearing what looked like a white nightgown and a black cloak with a hood.

      Dressed in only pajama bottoms, I got up and slipped on a T-shirt. I sat in front of her on the edge of my bed, completely enthralled by her, as she seemed to be by me. Like I had been waiting for her.

      She lowered her hood. Long silver hair with a black streak spilled out onto her shoulders. She studied me with sparkling green eyes. I had never seen anyone like her.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      She shook her head, and smiled, her lips moving. I thought maybe she was telling me she couldn’t hear me. Which made sense because I couldn’t hear her.

      “Can you hear me?” I asked.

      She shook her head again. I lifted my finger, telling her to hold on as I went to my desk and got a notebook and a pen. I sat back down, showed her what I had, and started writing. I lifted the paper so she could read my note.

      My name is Julio. Who are you?

      She smiled, and pointed at me as she mouthed, “Julio.”

      I nodded, then pointed at her. She looked around where she was sitting and shrugged her shoulders, shaking her head while she acted out writing a note. Peering at the space around her, I could see she was sitting in the dark with her back to a tree, with no chance to write her own message.

      Are you outside? I wrote.

      She nodded then put her finger to her lips, signaling quiet. I glanced at my shut door, thinking I didn’t want my mom to know what I was doing either.

      This can be our secret.

      She pointed from herself and then to me and mouthed, “Secret.”

      “Yeah,” I whispered out loud, rubbing the back of my neck, thinking it unbelievable that I was having a conversation with a gorgeous girl in the middle of the night. A girl coming to me as a vision.

      We sat like that for a while, looking at each other, both of us in awe. I thought of asking her where she was from, but if there was one thing sacred in my mother’s curandera business, it was never asking spirits about their location. You may not like the answer, my mother had warned. I thought that was a pretty good rule, so I accepted at face value that a beautiful girl from a magical place was visiting me.

      She pointed to the wall behind me with a questioning look. I glanced over my shoulder at the picture of a foot in cleats kicking a soccer ball, then turned back to her with a raised brow.

      I wrote, You don’t know what soccer is?

      She read the note, then shook her head.

      Well, that wouldn’t do. I got up and lifted my newly washed soccer cleats. I pointed to my foot, then grabbed the soccer ball I kept in the corner of my room. She tilted her head, studying me with a perplexed look on her face. I decided she needed a demonstration.

      I slipped on the shoe, then dropped the ball down on my toe and kicked it back up into my hands. Her eyes widened with delight. I did it again, but this time I tapped too hard. The ball ricocheted, soared across the room, and knocked down my small bedside lamp.

      She started laughing, then covered her mouth, glancing about as if worried someone would heard her. A chuckle threatened to boom out of me too, but I held it in.

      With silence settling back down on my room, I took off my shoe and put my ball away. I sat on the edge of my bed, taking her in, wondering how in the world she didn’t know what soccer was.

      I wrote, Soccer is my favorite sport. What’s yours?

      “Me?” she mouthed, indicating at herself.

      “Yeah, you,” I whispered, nodding and pointing at her.

      She turned her eyes up for a second, as if thinking, when a spark lit up her face. She held out one arm and cocked the other, as if shooting a bow and arrow.

      Archery?

      She nodded, then made the motion again.

      Cool. I was talking to a gorgeous girl who knew how to use a bow and arrow. A gorgeous girl who felt impossible.

      We spent the next thirty minutes or so nodding, writing, and pointing. After muddling through a few questions about soccer and archery, and finding our method of communication less than ideal, she placed her hands together at the side of her face and leaned her head over, signaling sleep.

      Will you come back?

      She smiled, and nodded, pointing at where she sat, at herself, and then me.

      “Our spot,” I whispered, pointing at where I sat, at myself, and then her.

      She reached out and the shimmery glow grew smaller and smaller until it and she disappeared.

      Dumbfounded, I stayed rooted in the same position, not even believing I’d had a conversation with a girl from…wherever she was from. I thought of texting my best friend Manny to tell him about it, but quickly decided against it. Some things you needed to keep to yourself, and this was definitely one of those things. I climbed back into bed; my thoughts so consumed with the girl with silver hair it took me forever to fall asleep.

      But eventually, I did.
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      Classes the next day couldn’t go by fast enough. All day long, and even during soccer practice, the mysterious girl stayed on my mind. And true to her word, after midnight, she appeared in my room. This time, she was prepared.

      She held up a stack of paper and a long skinny pencil, then showed me a sheet she had already written.

      My name is Celyse.

      I smiled, then wrote, That’s really pretty.

      A blush spread across her ivory cheeks. Thank you, she wrote.

      She glanced around my room, studying everything, then pointed to a frame on my dresser. I got up and brought it over to her, showing her the picture of my mom and me with our arms around each other’s waists, smiling big after one of my soccer games.

      Is that your mother?

      Yes. That’s us after a soccer game.

      She is lovely.

      Thank you. She’s very important to me.

      And your father?

      Staring at my paper for a while, wondering how I should explain him disappearing because I hated talking about it, I ended up simply writing, He’s not part of my life.

      She scooted closer to the glow, her face taking on an expression of sorrow. Then she wrote, I am sorry.

      I shrugged then wrote, It’s okay.

      Truth was, it wasn’t okay. Not by a long shot. But there was nothing I could do about it. My dad had abandoned my mother, leaving her alone when I was only an infant. Mom insisted something had happened to him, that he would never have done that to her, but I didn’t buy it. After seventeen years, if he wanted to come back, he would have. I vowed that if I ever saw him, I’d make sure he regretted the day he walked out on us.

      Celyse held up her paper. Do you have any brothers or sisters?

      It’s just me and my mom. But I do have a lot of cousins. You?

      I have a twin sister. She is dutiful, much like our mother. I am more like my father.

      Oh, so your dad is cool?

      Her brows stitched together as she wrote, Cool?

      Whoa, what? She didn’t know what soccer was and now she didn’t know what the word cool meant? Despite my mom’s rule of not asking ghosts where they were from, I couldn’t help myself. Her cloak and her long silky nightgown looked like something you’d see in a historical movie, the kind where the characters lived in mansions and had butlers. Plus, I didn’t exactly know what she was—a ghost? Someone alive but from a different time? Or maybe a different dimension? I’d seen enough sci-fi movies to give me plenty of ideas.

      I considered what I should write as I held my pen in my hand, then scribbled. You know, cool. As in, laid back. And then I wrote on a new sheet of paper, Where are you from?

      She read my note and her face took on a worried expression. She set her paper down and started fidgeting with her pencil. I thought of writing to let her know to forget it, when she started with her own message. She held up her paper.

      I must retire for the evening.

      “Wait!” I blurted, as the glowing orb shrank until it disappeared. “Great,” I whispered.

      Celyse didn’t show up the next night. Or the next. I had no idea why asking her where she was from was such a big deal. To me, it didn’t matter. But to her, it did.

      I was beginning to think she’d never come back, when a week later she appeared. I didn’t ask her about our last conversation, and she didn’t mention it either. Instead, we carried on as if nothing had happened, which was fine with me.

      We saw each other every night for the next six weeks. In that time, I learned a lot about her. Her favorite color was sky blue, her favorite food was bread made of rosemary and honey, and her favorite drink was mint berry juice. She lived in a big house near a large lake with strict parents and a bossy, know-it-all twin sister.

      She loved nature and took long walks outside in her garden. She wished to travel to new places and see new things, but her parents didn’t let her. The more we talked, or wrote, the more I thought she wasn’t from the US but from England, and that she was most definitely not from my era.

      But the most incredible thing about our time together was how I always knew when she’d be coming. It was as if we were linked somehow. And even though I’d had girlfriends before, being with Celyse was different. She was smart and curious and interesting and funny. And by far, the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen. I was beginning to have feelings for her—real and powerful feelings. The kind that made my heart expand at the mere thought of her and my stomach flip every time I saw her.

      We sometimes talked about things we had done during the day, like me going to school and soccer practice and she going to her lessons. But mostly, we talked about our dreams and desires. She was afraid of getting stuck in a family role she didn’t want. I felt the same way.

      I didn’t tell anyone about her. Not my mom, and not my friends. I didn’t think anyone would understand. And as impossible as it seemed, it was as if she was mine, and I was hers… somehow.

      Staring deep into her magnificent green eyes and sitting as close as I could to her shimmery glow, I finally held up a note I’d been working on for days.

      If there is a way for us to be together, if only for a little while, do you want to try?

      Her lips parted, and I didn’t have to hear her to know she had gasped. With all the stuff my mom could do and had passed on to me, I had thought maybe there was something we could do to be in the same space. But clearly, Celyse wasn’t ready.

      I quickly held up the other note I had prepared.

      Never mind. It was dumb to ask.

      Our conversation the rest of the night was awkward, and she ended up flashing me her goodnight message earlier than usual. But I couldn’t let her go away without saying something.

      I scribbled quickly, Can we forget the question I asked earlier?

      She smiled, nodded, then wrote. It is forgotten.

      Good. Then I’ll see you tomorrow. Goodnight.

      Goodnight.

      Climbing into bed, I decided to never again ask her where she was from or if we could somehow be together. I mean, those were ridiculous ideas, anyway.

      Little did I know, she was making decisions of her own.
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      Love can happen slowly, or all at once. With Julio, it was both. The first time I saw him, a spark blossomed in my heart. Every time I saw him after, it grew even more. But as the months went by and my eighteenth birthday, which signaled my courtship season, approached, I knew my fascination with him could not continue. Plus, our feelings were growing too deep. He had even asked if I wanted to try and be with him if there was a way. And while there was a way, it could never be.

      We were mortal enemies. Born of different realms. With duties and obligations.

      It crushed me to think of saying goodbye to him forever. How would I do it? What would I say? My heart was crumbling into a thousand little pieces at the mere thought of such a conversation.

      “Whatever is the matter with you?” asked Malena. We were strolling in the garden and she had stopped, but I had not noticed. She approached me with her mouth agape. “Is your head in the clouds? You have that look about you.”

      After six weeks of dashing away in the middle of the night to see Julio, taking paper and pencil, and then burning my notes after, she had only now noticed my heart soaring.

      Before I could answer, she grabbed my hand and asked me eagerly, “Who is it? I must know!”

      Gazing at my sister, older by one minute and five seconds, I studied her features—perfectly straight nose, pointed ears, delicately upturned crystal-green eyes, and silver hair. We were nearly identical, except my ears were not as pointed, and my silver hair had a thick black streak, a streak I shared with an uncle on my father’s side. Without those differences, it would have been nearly impossible to tell us apart. That, and our desires. She wanted to wed and step into the role of High Queen one day. I did not want either of those things. What I wanted was something I could not have—freedom to make my own choices. And that included the chance to be with a human named Julio Francisco Avila who lived in the forbidden human realm.

      I let out a long sigh. “It is no one you know.”

      She smiled. “I think I do know. It is Jaid.”

      “Jaid? No!” I shook my head, ridding myself of the thought. “He is like a brother to me. You know that.”

      “It was a rational assumption. The two of you spend a lot of time together. At least you did before his position on guard detail was elevated.” She tapped her slender fingers against her chin. “Well, who then? It is not like we have many visitors. Though whoever it is may not officially pursue your hand until courtship season starts. I hope you remember that Celyse. There are rules.”

      “Oh, please. As if I do not know the rules. They dictate my life after all.” I lowered myself on a concrete bench and Malena sat next to me. I let out a long sigh. “It is not anyone eligible for courtship season.”

      Her brows stitched together. “It is not?”

      “No, it is not.” I was bursting with the need to tell someone about Julio. And if there was anyone I could trust, it was Malena. She was not only my sister, but also my best friend. I took her hand. “If I tell you, you have to promise to keep it to yourself. You may never tell anyone. Can you do that?”

      Malena pulled her chin in. “That is a serious request.” She thought for a few seconds before saying, "I will honor it unless my so honoring puts you in jeopardy.”

      “I will not be in jeopardy,” I said.

      After a short pause she said, “If that is so, then I promise.”

      Gathering my courage, I inched closer and said in a low voice, “Months ago I happened upon a lost shimmer. I know I should not have peeked through it and I know I should have had it returned to Torch Lake, but I could not help myself.”

      Malena placed her hand on chest, but said nothing, waiting for me to continue.

      “Inside the shimmer, I saw a gorgeous human.” My voice dropped even lower. “I have been seeing him every night since.”

      She drew in a sharp gasp. “My sister! How could you?” She shook her head in disbelief, then began listing the things we had been told about humans. “They are our sworn enemy. Their bodies are weak and damage easily. They are barbaric, crude, and ugly. And our taste is deadly to them. Do not forget that, Celyse. If you kiss him, he will die.”

      I most certainly did not want him to die. Yet I could not let my affection for him go. My head soared in the clouds every time I thought of him because I did not think him ugly at all. He was beautiful. Even though I knew his kind were the sworn enemy of the fae, the war with them had ended over a millennium ago.

      Should that not count for something?

      To me, humans were amazing, interesting, and harmless. I did not think they needed to be our enemies any longer. Even facing a courtship season and an eventual betrothal, I dreamed of what it would be like to be with Julio, if only for a little while. I imagined holding his hand, his fingers laced between mine. I thought of what his grip might feel like. I dreamed of his lips on mine and our bodies close.

      “Celyse,” she snapped. “I forbid you from seeing him again!”

      My heart caught in my throat because I knew she was right. I swallowed the tears that threatened to gush out of me and nodded. “You do not have to forbid me from seeing him. I know what I must do.”

      Her face softened and she wrapped her arms around me. “There, there, my dear sister. Everything will be well. Over time you will forget that wretched being. In fact, we will look back at this moment and laugh at the absurdity of it.”

      I did not think she was right that I would forget about Julio. I also did not think I would ever be able to laugh at this moment. But I did need to stop seeing him and fall in line with my duty. Now, all I needed to do was say goodbye.

      Alone in my room, with night falling, I sat at my desk and stared at my papers. I thought of what I would write to Julio. Would I tell him I was a fae living in the faerie realm that overlapped the human realm and that we were mortal enemies? That I was a princess and had a duty to marry? He had asked me once where I was from and then never again. I was grateful for that because it allowed me to be someone else.

      If only for a little while.

      As the hours ticked by, my mind kept telling me not to say anything to him. That it would be best and easiest to simply stop appearing in his bedchamber. That dealing with me disappearing would be easier than hearing all the truths I had kept from him.

      I took my sheets of paper and set them back in my drawer along with my writing device. With so much emotion inside of me, I knew I would not be able to sleep. Instead, I sat on my windowsill and peered out at the brilliant stars dotting the dark sky.

      “I hope you will understand,” I whispered out loud.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Wake up! Our day has come!” Malena called out as the door to my bedchamber opened. She was the early riser, while I was not.

      With my hands tucked under my down-filled pillow, I stayed perfectly still, pretending to be asleep. I was not ready to face the first day of my eighteenth year—a day that would kick off a year of courtships that would culminate in Malena and me becoming betrothed and securing the future of Strong Haven, the ruling house of the five provinces of Faevenly.

      My duty weighed heavy on me, so much so I could barely move. There was also my heart. It yearned for Julio. I had seen him almost every evening for six weeks and I now was going on four months of no contact.

      Did he miss me like I missed him?

      “Celyse, come now.” Malena plopped on the edge of my bed and patted my back. “Mother went through this process and came out with Father, and they have been a wonderful match. We will fare just as well. I promise.”

      I lifted my silk covers over my head, believing if I did that, everything would go away. Though of course, I knew that was impossible.

      “Celyse, get up!” Malena urged.

      With a groan, I turned over and peeled my eyes open. Soft streams of hazy morning light framed the windows, signaling the start of the day I had dreaded for a long time.

      “If I run away, will you tell anyone?” It was a silly question I had asked her when I was little and so mad at Mother and Father I wanted to leave. And whenever I had those same feelings of despondency, I would repeat the question. In fact, I must have repeated it a thousand times over the years.

      She smiled and replied like she always did. “Yes, but only because I would miss you.”

      “My ladies!” Maid Rell bellowed as she practically exploded into my bedchamber, her footsteps heavy on the marble floor. “Why are you both not yet washed?”

      “Maid Rell,” we said with a start, her presence letting us know how behind schedule we were.

      “Do not Maid Rell me.” She clapped two times. “Now go.”

      Malena and I chuckled as Maid Rell flung open the drapes. The soft streams of light that had hugged the windows now swathed the room in brilliance, demanding I get up. Nothing like an order from Maid Rell and a blast of sunshine to get one moving. I forced myself to my feet, telling myself I could handle the day.

      No matter what.

      Bustling down the corridor to the washroom with my sister at my side, we did our morning washing, then hurried back to our shared dressing room to get ready. Pulling off my white nightdress, I eyed the new gown Maid Rell had draped across the chaise. It was pale blue with a plunging neckline and lace trim. I did not mind wearing gowns on special occasions, but this seemed too much for daytime, even if we did have suitors calling.

      “I love the neckline,” Malena oozed from the other side of the room, her purple dress with the same plunge as mine already on her tall thin frame as she stood in front of the floor-length mirror. She swayed from side to side, marveling at the way the cut accentuated her ample bosom.

      Of course she loved it.

      A trio of petite maid servants with an assortment of leaves nestled in their short-cropped dark hair swept into the room—one bearing a tray of mugs and a pitcher of water, another with a tray of freshly scented body oils, and the third with a box of needle and thread. The third one made her way over to Malena and started tending to her dress, fastening the row of pearl buttons that lined the back.

      Staring down at my not-so-generous chest, I rolled my eyes because showing my minimal cleavage did not matter. And actually, none of it mattered. I did not want a low neckline, or a dress, or an eighteenth birthday, or a betrothal for that matter. The only thing I longed for was to do what I wanted when I wanted. And that
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