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        Faeries, come take me out of this dull world,

        For I would ride with you upon the wind,

        Run on the top of the dishevelled tide,

      
        And dance upon the mountains like a flame.

        WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS
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      Eleven months ago

      When Cathair O Cuana stepped beyond the edge of the fae veil, he felt his presence disappear. Felt the magic that hid him from human eyes prickle over him like ice crystals in a fierce wind. He walked forward into the forest. Walked. Then ran.

      As he moved between the trees, an unseen breeze that drew the attention of forest creatures, he willed himself to transform. First came the feathers—black, white, and a thousand shades of brown and gold. Like his hair. His eyebrows drew out into great winged arches and his nose hardened, sharpened into the beak of a deadly bird of prey.

      Finally, he allowed the physical changes to overtake him. His arm bones hollowed and bent. His torso fattened. His legs shrank into short, scaly, clawed things. One moment he was running, the next … flying.

      He flapped his arms and soared.

      He banked into a turn toward the mountains, toward the valley sanctuary protected by a legion of fae and seer guards. The sanctuary had been created to ensure his people would pass their la ainmhi—the one day each month they must spend vulnerable in animal form to maintain their magic—in peace and safety.

      After the worrying council meeting, spending a day as an eagle owl was the last thing he wished to do. The growing threat of war with the Arghail, a conflict the Moraine could not hope to survive, coupled with the fading magic of his clan weighed on his thoughts. As high prince of his clan, heir to the throne his family had controlled for generations, he felt the pressure of duty like no other. He needed to be back at the palace, helping his mother, the queen, and the rest of the council decide on a course of action. Instead, he was trapped in feathers and claws.

      Such was the price of immortality.

      What he wouldn’t give to be as carefree as his younger brother. Aedan felt no such pressure, no such responsibility.

      Cathair forced his worries from his mind. Now that he was in la ainmhi, not only could the human world see him but they could also harm him. He needed to remain ever-vigilant as he traveled through dangerous lands.

      Far below, a flash of swift movement caught his eye. Even from the distance of two hundred feet, with his keen sight he could tell it was a human on a bicycle.

      A human girl.

      There seemed nothing exceptional about her. An ordinary human girl with ordinary hair, an ordinary face, an ordinary appearance. Then turned her face up to the sky and he saw her eyes. A perfect, clear green, the exact shade of the moss at the base of his mother’s throne. The human’s eyes sparkled with a joy, an energy, a magic he had not felt in any of the countless days of his life. And they felt immediately familiar.

      Without conscious thought, he angled his wings and followed her home. Through the gridded streets, into the older part of town where the lanes began to wander and the trees grew tall and broad.

      He followed, as if drawn by an invisible force, to her home, to a tall and ancient oak in the back yard. To the branch that looked over a window he knew instinctively to be hers. As his talons wrapped around the limb that offered a perfect perch, he had the oddest sensation that he had landed precisely where he belonged.
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      Today

      Winnie Price woke as she always did, aching to remain in the dream world she had inhabited for the space of a night. She fought against the morning, against the sunlight filtering in through lace curtains.

      Last night she had dreamed of the prince.

      She had imagined countless characters into her world over the years, but his distinctive, multi-hued hair set him apart from the first time she saw him, almost a year ago. It wasn’t only his appearance that drew her to him, although being tall, broad-shouldered, well-muscled with dark slashing brows and piercing golden eyes made him pretty much everything a dream hero should be. It was also his strength, the fierceness in his gaze when he stood before the council, the pure power in his every move when he trained with the sword.

      He was like a mash-up of magical being and medieval romance hero.

      No wonder she never wanted to let go of those dreams.

      She closed her eyes. Maybe if she focused hard enough she could bring back the imagined moment. He had been in conference with the queen, talking about the dire situation in their clan. Winnie did not always understand everything they discussed, but she knew that of the dozen or so clans that inhabited North America, the Moraine was the smallest and least powerful. The most susceptible to attack.

      The queen had said something about animals, something about danger and hiding. The prince’s muscles flexed, his jaw clenched, like he wanted to tell her off but couldn’t. Or wouldn’t. She was his mother, after all.

      Winnie focused on him, on the way the dark brown linen shirt stretched across his chest. On the way the little muscle at his temple moved. On the way his full lips still managed to look soft despite his tension. On how his lips would feel⁠—

      “Gah!”

      Winnie screamed as a cold nose nudged her neck, yanking her back into the morning. She stared at the ceiling for several moments while her pulse slowed back to normal.

      She had almost fallen back into the dream.

      “Everything okay?” Aunt Maureen called up from the bottom of the stairs.

      Winnie jumped out of bed and opened her door. “Yes, sorry!”

      “I’m finishing the cupcakes for the White-Watson wedding. I’ll call you when I need help loading the car.”

      “Okay!”

      Winnie closed her door, scowling at the pouf of gray fur that was supposedly a cat. “Was that really necessary?”

      Nessa stared back with unblinking gray eyes.

      Winnie shook her head. “Well, I’m up now.”

      Tugging the elastic from her hair, she swiped her fingers through the unruly waves before re-securing the mop in a messy bun. After a quick stop in the bathroom to ditch her morning breath, she settled in at the white desk in the corner of her room. She sat down, opened the top drawer, and pulled out a composition book.

      The big red number on the cover read twenty-seven.

      Her mom had bought her the first one. Beginning the morning after her first dream about the fae world—almost five years ago now, right after Gran passed—Winnie had transcribed the stories onto paper. Her mom had loved hearing the stories. And then she was gone too, leaving Winnie alone in the world except for Maureen. Her mother’s sister.

      Five years of pouring her energy into an imaginary world. Maybe one day she would do something with them, share them with someone other than her best friend. She dreamed of becoming a writer—she just didn’t know if these were stories she wanted to publish. They felt too… personal. So, for now, she kept them in the drawer.

      The first page in each was always the same. A quote from her Gran.

      Magic is real. You just have to believe.

      If only that were true. She would be living in the fae realm with the dark prince at her side. Real life was all too boring.

      She flipped open to a clean page near the back. Twenty-seven notebooks, about to be twenty-eight.

      By the time she started college a year from now she would have thirty.

      She really should do something more with them.

      It only took seconds to fall into her routine, to scratch ink across paper in an attempt to capture the events and emotions of last night's dream. She began with the prince.

      Lost in the world of her story, Winnie didn’t hear the first three text alerts from her phone. She had just written the end of the scene with the queen when her phone beeped again. One glance at the screen told her Mel had been trying for an hour.

      She was in the middle of typing out a response when Mel’s face appeared on her screen.

      "You were writing, weren't you?" Mel demanded without preamble.

      Winnie smiled. “Maybe.”

      “I knew it.” Mel sighed and Winnie could practically see her flopping back on her bed. “I swear a nuclear bomb could go off next door and you wouldn’t notice if you were writing."

      “If a nuclear bomb went off next door,” Winnie replied, “I’d be instantly vaporized.”

      “At least tell me you’ve got the next chapter.”

      Winnie glanced at the open composition book. Her heart beat a little faster and her skin got hot. No matter how many times Mel read her words, no matter how much Mel insisted that the stories were amazing, Winnie still got nervous showing her new material.

      “Almost,” she hedged.

      “When are you going to put this up on Wattpad already?” Mel said more than asked.  “You would have a million reads in like a week.”

      If words could make someone break out in hives, Winnie would be red and itchy all over. The idea of that many people being able to see her words—to judge them? Being able to enter her world? It was terrifying.

      She didn’t answer. Instead, she asked, “Want to come over later? Aunt Maureen is making cupcakes. There’ll be extras.”

      “What kind?”

      “Red velvet.”

      “Sold,” Mel said. “I’ll be over as soon as mom releases me from chore duty.”

      Winnie heard a slurping sound which probably meant Mel was sucking on an espresso toffee.

      “And have the chapter ready when I get there.”

      The connection dropped and Winnie knew Mel was gone. Her bestie could be brash, straightforward, almost rude, but she meant well. At least, Winnie thought she meant well. With Mel she couldn’t always tell.

      But she knew Mel would never leave her alone until she handed over the next chapter.

      Winnie got back to work.
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      “This arrived at dawn.”

      Cathair took the small square of parchment from his mother’s hand.

      He read the words. Then reread them to be certain.

      A traitor nests high in your palace ranks

      It was not possible. A traitor in the highest level of Clan Moraine could not be tolerated. It might mean sudden death for the already dying clan.

      “Who sent it?”

      The queen shrugged. “There was no seal. No signature. The raven did not await reply.”

      “It could be a fabrication,” he offered. “Meant to seed our court with mistrust and paranoia.”

      She stiffened her spine and her golden eyes took on a glint that left no question that she was Her Royal Highness Eimear, Queen of the Clan Moraine. Their clan might be weakening by the day, but her name still brooked fear throughout the veil.

      “I have no doubt,” she replied, “that the aim is such. But that does not mean it is untrue. Our position is too precarious to ignore the possibility.”

      Cathair drew in a deep breath. His clan’s vulnerability had become a source of constant concern. Like the other unseelie fae clans, the Moraine gained power from negative human emotion. While seelie fae felt drained by fear, pain, and grief, the dark clans thrived on them. Fed on them.

      At one time, the Moraine had been the darkest of the dark—resorting even to killing humans for the magical high their deaths brought. That was no longer true.

      Since the time of the first human queen, when they enacted the Trocaire, changing their laws to ban maru iobartach—sacrificial killing for magical gain—their power had weakened. They subsided now on the barest minimum of magic, with the constant threat of invasion or destruction by clans with no such restrictions in place.

      The queen was right. They could not afford to dismiss this claim.

      “We must investigate.”

      Cathair nodded. “Without raising alarm.

      His mother smiled without humor. “And without alerting the traitor, if he or she exists.”

      “I will speak with Tearloch,” he said, “when I return from la ainmhi.”

      Of anyone in the palace, the captain of the Royal Guard was beyond reproach. Tearloch and he had grown up together, play fighting in the courtyard and stealing sweet meade from the kitchens. Cathair not only counted him as dearest friend, but also trusted him with his life. As well as with the lives of his entire clan.

      “Very well,” the queen agreed. “And speaking of your la ainmhi…”

      Cathair tensed, betraying no guilt. “Yes?”

      “It has come to my attention that you have not been passing your la ainmhi at the sanctuary.” She leaned forward over her desk. “For quite some time.”

      A string of curses rushed through his mind. Though his friend Peter, a human seer who guarded the sanctuary, always covered for his absence, Cathair had known it would only be a matter of time before his mother found out. While Cathair considered how to respond to his mother’s statement—he could not very well deny the truth, but perhaps he could spin the answer—she continued.

      “Do not forgo the sanctuary again.”

      He opened his mouth to reply, but could not bring himself to say the words. If he agreed, it would be a lie. If he did not, it would raise his mother’s concerns and she might force him to the sanctuary. In the end, he managed a tilted nod that his conscience could accept as a denial and the queen could believe to be acceptance.

      Then, before either the queen or his conscience could further consider the matter, he turned and left the chamber.
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        * * *

      

      At the edge of the veil, Cathair cast one final look over his shoulder. He would not be surprised to find a fae on his tail—either enemy spy or Morainian guard. After his mother’s warning he was half certain she would send a platoon of guards to escort him. None followed, and for that he was thankful.

      The queen was correct. He had not visited the sanctuary in nearly a year.

      Instead he had passed every la ainmhi since he first saw the girl on the bicycle, sitting on the branch outside her window. Watching. Longing.

      This day would be no different.

      He knew not why, but when he landed on that branch he felt more at home than in the fae realm where he belonged. He knew every crack in the bark beneath his talons. He knew the scent and feel of the air that blew through her yard. He knew the rustle of living leaves around him like a treasured nursery rhyme.

      Soaring through the tree limbs, seeking the branch he called home, he felt all the stress and tension of his position—of his life—melt away.

      His mother’s warning and the possibility of a traitor within the palace walls should have made Cathair more cautious. Should have sent him flying for the sanctuary once more.

      But as he made for the mountains he was already planning his turn at the edge where forest met foothill. One great sweep to the west, passing over the suburban edges of the city, and he could be at her window in less than half an hour.

      Eagle owls might not be the fastest birds in the sky, but he made the journey quickly enough.

      He would just have to face his mother’s ire when he returned because he could no more stay away from that window than he could forgo his la ainmhi this month.

      Reaching the first rise of the foothills, Cathair swooped low to avoid notice by any well-sighted kin and skirted the edge of the forest toward the sea of beige houses with gray roofs. Heading for the one that drew him back, again and again.

      Cathair coasted into her yard.

      The light in her bedroom was on. She was home. He could picture her bent over the desk in the corner where she spent so much time scribbling on paper. He knew not what she wrote, but he longed to read the bits of her soul that she poured out onto the page.

      As if sensing his presence, she appeared at the window.

      It was a warm summer eve, and she slid the bottom half of the pane up to let in whatever breeze she could find. Her scent, a sweet mix of berries and sugar, wafted out into his space. He inhaled—the magical aroma that much stronger because of his hunter’s sense of smell. He practically felt her scent.

      “Oh,” she said. “Hello there.”

      Cathair closed his eyes and mentally smiled. She had seen him before, had noticed the owl that made its once-monthly home on her tree.

      “Back again, are you?”

      Forever, he wanted to say.

      One time he had tried to respond, had forgotten his avian form. The ear-piercing screech had terrified her. She had slammed the window shut and pulled the drapes. He hadn’t tried to speak since, but the compulsion persisted.

      “I have a special treat for you,” she said. Turning away, she moved out of sight, before reappearing with something clutched in her hand. “What do you think?”

      She trailed her fist across the window sill, leaving a path of nuts and seeds along the painted wood.

      Cathair hesitated but a moment. He could not resist the temptation. Not of the food—he had no taste for bird fare—but of the chance to be closer. He flew from his perch and landed gently on the sill. She was but inches away.

      “Go on,” she said, an encouraging smile on her berry-colored lips. “Try them.”

      Cathair could not deny her request. He bent down, keeping his eyes on her, and grabbed a fat pecan with his beak. As he crushed the piece and swallowed, the flavor surprised him.

      From deep in his chest he felt a purr rumble, like a contented kitten.

      “You like that, huh?”

      Her grin made him purr even more.

      “Let me see if I have more pecans in the bag.”

      She moved to her desk, digging through a plastic bag of bird mix. Cathair could feel the magic of her pleasure as acutely as the magic of the fae veil. He turned his head to fluff the feathers beneath his wing and, as he turned back, caught the last rays of the setting sun as it disappeared, a vibrant flaming ball, into the western horizon.

      Dusk was a magical time on any evening, but for some reason tonight he felt the power wash around him more than usual. Felt it … transform him. He closed his eyes and smiled.
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      Winnie screamed. She dropped the bag, sending hazelnuts and sunflower seeds scattering across the carpet.

      There, in her window, where seconds ago an owl had been happily munching on pecans, sat a boy.

      And not just any boy. The boy from her dreams.

      The fae prince.

      Everything she had imagined in her dreams and fantasies.

      He looked at her, golden eyes wide, and she felt the intensity of his gaze on every inch of her. Felt it like a touch. It burned her. As if the hot summer night weren’t sweltering enough.

      Winnie opened her mouth to say… something. Anything. But words fled.

      She must be going insane. Had finally cracked under the pressure. Or she was sleepwalking. Maybe she was sleepwalking. Insane sleepwalking. That could happen, right?

      “Right?” she echoed.

      “What?” he asked, then jolted as if startled by the sound of his own voice. He looked down at his body—now covered in black clothing instead of black and brown feathers. He stared at his hands, his bare feet.

      Winnie didn’t move. “You’re⁠—”

      Before she could finish, he jerked back. Only he seemed to have forgotten he was perched in a second story window, because he lost his balance and went flailing out into the night.

      “No!”

      Winnie dashed across the room, wrapping her hands around his forearms at the exact moment he grabbed the frame on either side of the window, holding himself suspended between her room and a long fall to the yard below. The instant she felt his muscles flex beneath her palms, she knew she wasn’t dreaming. There was no way her imagination could invent that.

      For several long moments, they remained frozen. She couldn’t look away from his golden gaze, couldn’t bring herself to break free from the trance that held them hovering in a space between reality and fantasy.

      She mouthed, “How?”

      He stared at her, unblinking, for what felt like forever.

      “Just once,” he said, voice rough and honey sweet.

      Faster than she could blink, he pulled himself upright and crushed his mouth against hers.

      The world started spinning.

      Winnie closed her eyes, narrowing her focus to the firm pressure of his soft lips as they moved over hers. He was both hot and cold at once. Her cheeks burned while icy shivers tingled down her spine.

      She had been fantasizing about him for too long. About kissing him. About exactly this happening. And now the prince of her dreams was in her bedroom window, and he was kissing her.

      That had to explain why she leaned forward, seeking more of his lips. More of him.

      Her movement broke the spell. She felt him still and then pull away.

      When she opened her eyes, he was staring at her with golden eyes wide and glowing. She hadn’t noticed her hands moving from his arms to his chest.

      “This should not have happened,” he said in a voice as thick and rich as warm honey.

      Winnie couldn’t get her brain and mouth to connect. While her mind spun in circles—trying to reconcile how he could be here, in the flesh, in her waking hours—her mouth hung loose. Her lips throbbed. Her heart raced and she gasped, sucking in oxygen.

      He released his grip on the frame and fell into the night.

      Winnie leaned out the window just in time to see him land in the backyard with a heavy thump. His eyes widened as they stared at each other across the space between her window and the ground. She couldn’t believe her eyes. The boy she had thought only existed in her dreams, an elaborate figment of her imagination, had kissed her.

      He closed his eyes and shook his head, as if his senses were returning. Then, quick like a rabbit, he jumped to his feet and ran.

      “Wait,” she called out as he scrambled up the fence. “Wait!”

      But he didn’t. He flung himself over the top, onto the sidewalk beyond, and disappeared.

      Winnie stared at the spot where he’d gone over the fence for what felt like hours.

      Her breathing and heart rate gradually returned to normal as she processed everything that had just happened. Owl—boy—fae. Magic. Magic.

      “He’s real,” she whispered.

      He was real, and he had come to her window.

      Everything she had ever dreamed about him, written about him, flashed through her mind. Boring things like council meetings and royal dinners and baths—okay, the baths weren’t boring, not for her anyway. Thrilling things like horse races and fistfights and a crossbow assassination attempt two years ago. Sad things and happy things. Sweet things and sexy things. They were all there in her mind and down on paper.

      She thought she’d made them up.

      Could they all be real?

      Winnie ran to her desk and yanked open the drawer where her latest scribblings were stashed. She pulled out her most recent pages and scoured them for the part about the lovelorn prince.

      “There,” she exclaimed.

      

      The dark prince with silver in his hair has an aching heart. He loves a girl who can never be his. Though he knows the impossibility of their love, he cannot stop yearning for her, dreaming of her, going to her. He wishes he could change who he is so they could be together.

      

      Winnie almost cried as she read her words.

      All those years, all those pages. She thought she’d been making the stories up. Even though she shared them with Mel, they were really just for her. They were hers.

      But maybe they weren’t. Maybe they came from somewhere else, somewhere ... magical. Maybe she was just a scribe, writing down the tales as they were told.

      Maybe the tales weren’t as fictional as she thought.

      Her obsession with the dark prince with silver in his hair had seemed like a borderline-unhealthy escape from reality. Since he first appeared in her dreams, Winnie had been fascinated, but lately his increasing heartache had made Winnie’s heart ache in return. She woke up with tears in her eyes, wanting to go back into her dreams to comfort him. How silly she had thought herself, caring so much about a figment of her imagination.

      Now she knew he was no character.

      He was real. And his heart was aching … for her.
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      Cathair had forgotten how far the fae sanctuary was from the human settlement when he had no magic to aid his travels.  That was not all he had forgotten.

      “Midsummer’s eve,” he muttered to himself as he finally reached the forest that spread between town and mountain. “How stupid to have forgotten.”

      He had been too consumed by thoughts of her, of getting to her window no matter the risk. If he had been thinking more clearly, he would have recalled the day. Midsummer’s eve—the one night in all the year when magic fails. When the earth and her powers sleep, restoring themselves. Much like the one day each month he must pass as an animal to restore his own powers, Gaia recalled all magics this night in order to restore hers.

      The one night when he was all but human, when he had no magic to remain in owl form or to hide his fae form from human eyes. From her eyes.

      Kissing her had been a mistake. What had he been thinking?

      “Stupid,” he said again. “Ow!”

      He needed to watch where he stepped. Without his fae magic, he might as well have been human. And a human walking barefoot through a forest was susceptible to the pains of broken twigs and sharp pinecones.

      He could relive the kiss later.

      It was halfway through the night by the time he reached the entrance to the sanctuary, the narrow pass that led down into the well-guarded valley.

      He had not taken two steps into the pass before a booming voice called out, “Halt! Who goes there?”

      Cathair half smiled.

      “Really, Peter?” he called back. “I thought you had outgrown such arcane language.”

      “Cathair,” Peter said as he jumped down from a boulder that served as a guard station, “thank great Morrigan. You had me worried. Did you forget what night this is?”

      Cathair feigned insult. “Certainly not.”

      “Oh really?” Peter lifted his brows. “Is that why you are walking barefoot through the woods without a drop of magic to protect you?”

      None other in the seer guard would dare speak to Cathair in such an impertinent manner. They all bowed and scraped to do his bidding. Peter had always treated him as a pal. An equal. Which was half the reason Cathair called the human friend.

      “Perhaps it slipped my mind.”

      “Uh-huh,” Peter said, turning and leading the way into the sanctuary.

      Cathair followed, relieved to have soft, moss-covered stone beneath his feet instead of jagged forest underbrush. The moist earthiness soothed his tender soles.

      “Have a fun night watching your girlfriend?” Peter asked.

      “She is not my—” Cathair caught himself. He should not say too much within earshot of other fae. He whispered, “Keep your tongue, friend, or I shall keep it for you.”

      Peter laughed. “Your secret is safe,” he promised, not cowed by Cathair’s threat. “Not many ventured out tonight. None from the Moraine.”

      The sanctuary was a neutral territory, a safe haven shared by all the unseelie fae, guarded by a small but loyal force of neutral seers. The seelie fae had their own secret sanctuary rumored to be in the forest far to the north, but dark fae from every unseelie clan passed their la ainmhi here, in this valley.

      Though they might be enemies beyond the boundaries, the sanctuary was a sacred place of truce and safety. Any clan that brought bloodshed to the sanctuary would be declaring war against all other unseelie clans. That was not a war any clan could survive.

      They emerged into the valley, a broad expanse of green grass, shaded glades, and a creek-fed lake. If he could not be with her, then Cathair would choose this place over any other. While human emotion fed his magic, nature fed his soul.

      “Why did you head back here?” Peter asked as they walked to a small cabin where the seer guard kept provisions. “Isn’t the veil closer?”

      Inside, the cabin was less than impressive. A single room that served basic functions. The front corner acted as a kitchen, with a pantry cupboard and a counter with a shallow sink. A bed and dresser filled the far wall. In between sat a small wooden table surrounded by four chairs.

      “The veil is closer,” Cathair agreed, crossing to the cupboard and taking out a jar of sweet meade. The difficult journey had left him parched. “But I could not risk having to explain to my mother why I was not in the sanctuary when the magic fell.”

      “She’s a tough one, your queen,” Peter agreed.

      Cathair threw back a long draught of the honey-flavored liquid. “If I had been thinking clearly, I would have remembered it was Midsummer’s Eve.”

      “Females have a way of muddying a man’s thoughts.”

      Cathair raised his jar as a toast and then tossed back the rest of the contents.

      He wished he knew why this human girl called to him so deeply. He had seen others, and none had affected him in this way. And he had no lack of fae girls—from humblest maid to highest princess—seeking his affections. His clan might be weak and dying, but a dark prince was a dark prince, and a rare thing at that.

      “At least I won’t have to lie to your mum this month,” Peter said. “Can tell her true enough that you visited the sanctuary.”

      Cathair rolled his eyes at his friend. “She knows when you lie.”

      Peter’s eyes twinkled as he replied, “Maybe she only knows the lies I allow her to see.”

      The cabin door flew open on a fierce wind that whipped through the small space, toppling one of the empty chairs and knocking Peter off balance. Cathair knew the source before she spoke a word.

      “Perhaps I only admit to seeing the ones I choose to expose.”

      Cathair could have laughed at the way Peter’s eyes widened as he spun and knelt on the floor. Head bowed, muttering to himself about getting caught red-tongued.

      “Rise fool,” Queen Eimear said. “I have greater concerns than your impertinence.”

      Something about the heaviness in his mother’s voice turned his blood to ice.

      “There is news,” the queen said, sweeping into the cabin with her diaphanous robes swirling around her in a translucent cloud of inky purple cloth.

      Ultan crept in behind her. Adviser to the crown for as long as Cathair could remember, Ultan embodied the model image of a dark fae. Long dark hair that fell in thick strings past his shoulders. Dark olive skin. Pale lavender eyes that glowed against his skin’s dark backdrop. His powers were great, and he used dark magic as others used simple spells. He stood second in power only to the queen herself.

      He made Cathair nervous.

      As Ultan followed the queen inside and closed the door behind them, Cathair felt every hair on the back of his neck stand at attention. It was not a sign of respect. It was caution. And perhaps a little fear.

      Cathair looked to Peter, wondering if his friend felt the same sense of growing dread. From the downcast gaze and slumped shoulders, Cathair had to assume the feeling was not in his imagination.

      Which possibly explained why Peter was doing his best to blend in with the rough wood wall of the cabin.

      The queen led Cathair to a chair at the small wooden table.

      “The Deachair have agreed to the alliance,” she declared, sweeping around the table to face him across the scarred wood surface.

      Cathair’s spine stiffened and he forced himself to relax.

      The Deachair, a gray clan like the Moraine—one that refused to kill for power—were scarcely better off. Uniting the two would make each stronger. Strong enough to hold off their rivals for a while longer.

      “It is about time,” Cathair replied. “Has the date been set?”

      The queen nodded.

      The dread spread from his stomach into the rest of his body. He had known this day would come, had been the one to push for the alliance in the first place. But that was before. Before the magic slept, before the woman in the window saw him as himself. Before he knew the taste of her lips.

      He shoved those selfish thoughts aside. He could not even consider putting his own desires before the safety and future of his clan. He had been born and bred to rule. He took his duty and responsibility seriously.

      “When?” he asked.

      “You are certain this is the course you wish to pursue?” Ultan did not meet Cathair’s gaze. “There are other options. Other alliances with clans stronger than the Deachair. The Murdach princess is of age and⁠—“

      “The Murdach princess is a child,” Cathair spat. “And the Murdach abandoned the Trocaire.”

      “And they are stronger for it,” Ultan argued.

      Every muscle in his body clenched as Cathair snarled, “We will not ally with a clan that kills humans for power. No matter how strong such an alliance would make us.”

      Ultan leaned forward. “My prince, I beg you⁠—“

      “No,” the queen said, “the prince is right. That is not a concession we are willing to make.”

      Cathair pushed to his feet. “When is my wedding?”

      Ultan bowed his head. “You are to be joined to the Deachair princess on the next new moon.”

      “Then it shall be done,” Cathair said.

      He felt all air leave his lungs, felt the burning sting of acid as he struggled to suck in oxygen. He had known this day would come, had known he was destined for such a political match. All that stood between him and marriage to the Deachair princess—between him and the alliance that would buy his people some much-needed time—were a pair of ceremonies. A signing ceremony later today. A wedding ceremony on the next full moon.

      He only hoped it would be enough to save his clan.
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      Winnie couldn’t fall asleep for hours. Sleeping would mean dreaming, and for the first time since Gran died, she didn’t want to dream.

      Instead, she lay awake for most of the night, staring at the ceiling. There were seven cracks in the plaster and a water stain in the corner. She should tell Maureen to call a handyman.

      Finally, when she couldn’t fight the exhaustion any more, she drifted away.

      The dream began with a somber ceremony. Several high ranking fae were involved, including the prince, the council, and about a dozen other royal fae and their attendants. None of them looked particularly happy, though the prince kept a forced smile in place. It ended with the formal signing of a very long roll of parchment.

      Winnie couldn’t tell what the ceremony had been about, and she didn’t really care, because after that, her dream followed the prince up a seemingly-endless spiral of stairs and out onto the roof of the castle. He walked to the edge and stared out at the night.

      He seemed so… lost.

      Something in him called to her, and she felt herself reaching out into the dream. She was no longer fully dreaming, but not fully awake either. In this nebulous state she could alter the dream.

      She felt herself in the dream.

      That never happened before. For several long seconds she just stood there, knowing she was no longer just an observer but not wanting to prove the feeling wrong. As if he sensed her presence, the prince turned.

      When his golden eyes looked directly at her, it sent a jolt of electricity through her body. He could see her. He could see her.

      The realm around her—the stone beneath her feet, the starry sky above—faded from her mental image as the high prince walked over to her and lifted a hand to her cheek.

      “How are you here?” he asked.

      She shook her head. She didn’t know and, honestly, didn’t care.

      “What is your name?”

      “Winnie.” How was this even possible? “Winnie Price.”

      “I am Cathair⁠—“

      “O Cuana,” she finished. “I know.”

      He frowned, looked like he wanted to ask another question.

      Instead, his graze lowered. He traced his fingertips over her lips. When he moved closer, she stopped breathing. She leaned forward, her mouth parted slightly, and⁠—

      In an instant, she was awake, wide-eyed and staring at the ceiling again while her pulse throbbed in her ears. It had felt so close, so real. What if it wasn’t a dream at all?

      But that had to be crazy. Right? Spending so much time in her fantasy world must have finally gotten to her. She'd spent years wishing she could live in that realm all the time, so maybe her mind decided to take pity on her and hallucinate it into reality. Why else would she even think it might be possible that her dreams were real? Why else would she even consider believing that an owl turned into a boy?

      Except that it felt real. She swore she could still feel the heat of his breath on her lips. Did that make her more insane or less?

      The prince, though. The prince in her window. She couldn’t have imagined that, couldn’t have made up what it felt like to grab his arms, to touch his chest, to kiss his lips. It just wasn’t possible. Her one awkward kiss—delivered, like a cliché, at her first homecoming dance on an even more awkward first date—could not have prepared her for what it felt like to kiss the prince. It felt like… magic.

      She turned to check the clock on her nightstand. Still more than an hour from sunrise. Though her body probably needed more sleep, she wasn’t the least bit drowsy. She couldn’t drag herself out of bed, either. Her limbs protested even the slightest movement. So she lay there, awake and confused.

      And ashamed.

      She was a fraud. As an aspiring writer, she had always felt like one. She dreamed her novels. She heard tales of professional, published authors dreaming their stories, but she doubted any of them dreamed the tales as literally as Winnie did. She didn’t have to do any brainstorming or research or plotting. It was too easy. While other writers slaved over outlines and index cards, coming up with turning points and plot twists, she simply napped and came up with the next scene in her story.

      It was bad enough when she’d believed the dreams to be a product of her imagination. At least she had thought they were hers.

      But now she knew otherwise.

      “They aren’t made up at all,” she whispered to the room.

      The noise woke Nessa from her position at Winnie’s feet. The gray puff stood, stretched one way and another, and then made her way up the bed. She climbed onto Winnie’s chest and stared into her eyes, nose-to-nose.

      Clearly, she was ready to face the day.

      With a sigh, Winnie lifted the cat off her chest and sat up.

      “Don’t worry, Nessa,” she said, climbing out of the bed with the cat cradled in her arms. “I won’t let you starve just because I’m having a personal crisis.”

      Nessa meowed, probably in approval. She didn’t care much for starving.

      On autopilot, Winnie tiptoed to the kitchen to fill the kitty bowl and then put on her morning tea—even though it was barely morning. Aunt Maureen had come in late from catering the wedding, and Winnie didn’t want to wake her up. As she listened for the whistle of steam, she thought about the dreams.

      The first ones came after her Gran’s death. She’d been twelve. The summer after sixth grade. Her entire life until that point, she’d never had a dream. Everyone said she just couldn’t remember them. They told her to keep a notebook by the bed to write them down as soon as she woke up.

      Until the night of Gran’s funeral, it had never worked.

      That night, she’d had terrifying dream. A man—a fae, she later realized—with a single white streak in his inky black hair, had been imprisoned. Chained to the wall in a dark, dank cell. Then a pair of guards had come for him. Even though she couldn’t hear his screams, she felt his terror.

      She’d woken up in a cold sweat, afraid and confused.

      At the time, she attributed it to the trauma of her Gran’s death. Grief did strange things to the brain. But then she dreamed again the next night. And the night after that, and all the nights since. Even as her grief waned, the dreams continued.

      The kettle whistled. Winnie pulled herself out of memory and poured steaming water into her mug. Not even the aroma of steeping tea could clear her confused thoughts this morning. But with Nessa happily crunching on kibble and Maureen snoring softly in her bedroom, Winnie did what she always did on quiet mornings. She went upstairs and wrote.
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      Cathair roughed a towel over his wet hair, as if scrubbing hard enough would wipe his mind clean. He had hoped the hot bath would ease the tension in his neck and shoulders. Instead, it only gave his thoughts leave to wander.

      Wandering thoughts led to the sweet lips of the girl in the window.

      With a growl, he turned away from the tub and threw the damp towel at the wall. It hit the corner of an ancient portrait, sending the framed image of Dun Carrick swinging on its hanger.

      “You seem frustrated, my prince,” Tearloch taunted from the doorway. “Perhaps a meeting with your new bride would ease your concerns.”

      “She is not my bride,” Cathair shot back. “She is my betrothed.”

      “Same difference.” Tearloch shrugged as he entered the chamber.

      Cathair crossed his arms over his chest, clenching his hands into rock hard fists to keep from arguing the point with his friend. Tearloch was too perceptive by half. Even the slightest hint of a problem would ignite a full scale investigation.

      “You are correct,” Cathair forced himself to agree. “I am as good as married.”

      The dull ache at the base of his neck intensified.

      On the next new moon, he would be wedded to the Deachair princess. Arianne was a beautiful fae—lush dark hair, warm brown eyes, full lips and smooth tawny skin. Many, including Tearloch, would envy Cathair with her as his bride. He could do far worse.

      But he could not manage to work up any enthusiasm.

      Tearloch crossed to the fireplace, left dark on this warm evening, and lifted one of the O Cuanan ancestral swords from the display mount above the mantel. He slid his palm around the hilt and tested the weight of the blade.

      “You seem less than thrilled with the betrothal.”

      Without warning, he turned and threw the sword at Cathair.

      Cathair spun and caught the weapon by the hilt before it could fly past him and crash through the window beyond. In a flash, Tearloch stood before him with the matching blade, facing off in ready stance.

      “I am honored,” Cathair said as he swung the sword to block Tearloch’s predictable attack, “to secure my clan’s safety with such a simple act.”

      Tearloch tilted his head and gave Cathair a skeptical look.

      Cathair took advantage of his opponent’s distraction to advance, aiming the point of his sword into the hilt of the other. One flick of his wrist and he could disarm Tearloch.

      But the distraction had been a ploy and before Cathair could interlock the blades, Tearloch was vaulting over him, wrapping an arm around his neck, and forcing him to submit. Cathair thought about continuing the fight, but his heart was not in the exercise.

      Instead, he handed his weapon back to his friend.

      Tearloch shook his head. “I would not win so easily if you used your magic.”

      “Magic is scarce enough among our people,” Cathair returned. “I will not waste mine on frivolous sparring.”

      Nor would he waste what free time he had left.

      Tearloch set the swords back on their mounts. “Surely it couldn’t hurt to⁠—“

      “I have an appointment,” Cathair interrupted. “See yourself out?”

      A decision made, he headed for the door, not looking back to see the expression on his friend’s face.

      With the betrothal papers signed, he should now belong to Princess Arianne. He soon would. He planned to indulge in this one last selfish act before he did his duty. He would save his clan. But first, he would say goodbye.

      Leaving the castle far behind, he headed for the edge of the veil and the forest beyond.

      Though slower than in owl form, with his powers returned Cathair made fast time through the woods and into the city beyond. He ran so fast he barely felt the forest floor beneath his feet. In no time he stood on the corner, on the sidewalk facing her house. Her home.

      Before last night he had never been here in his natural form, and even then he had barely noticed his surrounds on his dash for the sanctuary. It felt strange to see things from eye level and without the sharp eyesight of his predatory ainmhi. Everything looked... softer. If possible, he felt like he belonged even more.

      He stood there, barefoot on the smooth concrete—a cold and hard surface that should have sucked the magic from his body—feeling more alive than ever. Though he was invisible in fae form and no human eyes could see him, he still felt self-conscious about his staring.

      So he moved around the house, leaping nimbly over the tall fence in the back yard and landing with a soft bounce on the grass beyond. Such a different landing than his unmagical leap of the night before. He smiled, remembering the look in her eyes, her complete and utter shock to find a boy in her bedroom window.

      How he wished he could share a laugh with her over the ridiculous situation. A fae prince turned owl, embarrassed to change right before her eyes.

      But he knew that laugh would never come.

      Wedded, to the Deachair princess.

      The alliance was important to his clan. Critical even. To secure their futures with something so simple as a marriage. How could he deny them?

      A movement caught his eye, a rustle of fabric in the upstairs window. She was there.

      He wanted to refuse his duty, to tell his mother and her political marriage to go to the Everdark. But that was a stupid thought. No kind of relationship between them was possible, other than the nights he spent as an owl, staring at her like some lovelorn fool. In his fae form, he was invisible to all humans but seers. She couldn’t even see him. He could no more be with the girl in the window than he could refuse the marriage. He did not belong in her world, and she could not live in his. Theirs was an ill-fated love.

      “Love,” he laughed, cursing himself twice the fool.

      How could this be love? He did not even know her name. She did not even know he existed. Well, after last night, she knew. But she did not know.

      He had to walk away, to leave her yard and never return. He had a future wife waiting for him in the veil, a clan to rule and a realm to protect. Such childish infatuations would lead to nothing but trouble.

      He had come to see her, to be near her one last time. But it would be the last. It had to be.

      And so, with a heavy but determined heart, he turned to leave.

      “Hello,” she said.

      “I—” Cathair stumbled for words. She stood there, before him, her hickory-brown hair falling in gentle waves over her shoulders. The thin cotton of her top fluttering in the summer air. He could barely draw breath.

      “I knew you would come back,” she said. “After last night, I knew.”

      Cathair could only shake his head. This made no sense.

      She shouldn’t be able to see him. And yet, she did.
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      Winnie stared at the boy. His presence as real as the flesh and blood boy who had fallen from her window yesterday who stood before her now.

      She didn’t know why she had gone to the window, peeked out as if she needed to stay hidden. But something had called her. The moment she looked down in the yard she knew why. Him. He had called her. His presence.

      The dark prince had come back for her.

      She rushed downstairs, hurried outside before he could disappear. Before he vanished again into her imagination. He was just turning to leave when she reached him.

      He blinked, those bright amber eyes she knew so well, and started to back away.

      “Don’t go,” she said, instinctively reaching out.

      Her hand wrapped around his wrist, and she felt sparks. Actual, literal, finger-in-a-light-socket sparks. That hadn’t happened last night.

      “What—” She released him.

      “Who are you?” He stared at the spot where their skin had touched. Had he felt them too? He blinked once more, shook his head, and his shock seemed to clear. “What are you?”

      “I’m Winnie,” she told him. “Winnie Price. And I’m … just a girl.”

      Wasn’t she?

      “Winnie.” He seemed to savor her name.

      She’d never liked it much—of course it was better than Winifred, but just barely. When he said it, though, she liked it fine.

      “You are no mere girl,” he continued. “Are you a seer?”

      Winnie shook her head. “Not that I know of.”

      A seer? She had never seen one in her dreams, but she had heard the fae talk about them. They were humans, gifted with the ability to see through the fae magic, to see the fae themselves when they wanted to be unseen.

      Could she be one? Could that explain her dreams?

      She was seeing Cathair now.

      “I guess I must be,” she finally said.

      He stared at her, studied her. His golden gaze searing into her as if he was trying to read her mind.

      “You have not asked my name,” he said. “You have not asked who—or what—I am.”

      “I—“ Winnie opened her mouth, then closed it again.

      Did she dare reveal how much she already knew? Could that be dangerous?

      As far as she could tell, seers were highly valued, charged with protecting the fae realm from other humans. But what if she was wrong? What if he saw her as… a risk?

      Before she could decide whether to answer, he stepped closer. Closed the distance between them until only inches separated their bodies. She could feel his heat, could feel the rustle of his breath. She had to fight the urge to lean into him.

      “You already know?” he asked. “Don’t you?”

      Winnie closed her eyes, weighed her options, and then answered, “Yes.”

      “Who am I?”

      “Cathair O Cuana,” she whispered.

      “What am I?”

      She opened her eyes. “Fae.”

      His amber eyes widened.

      “How do you know this?” he demanded.

      She had never, in all her seventeen years, told another soul about her dreams. Never let anyone else into the truth about her secret world. But Cathair was already there. He lived in that world.

      “Because I—” She took a deep breath. She knew it was a risk, letting him in on her secret, but maybe it was only fair since she already knew so many of his. She blurted, “I dreamed it.”

      He jerked back, eyes wide. “An aislingeach.” He shook his head slowly, like it didn’t quite make sense. “A dreamer.”

      Aislingeach. Winnie let the word play through her thoughts. In all the time she had spent dreaming—and then reliving—the fae realm, she had never heard this term.

      “There are tales,” Cathair said. “But never have I heard of one who was both dreamer and seer.”

      An uncontrolled giggle bubbled out of her. She smacked a hand over her mouth, as the nervous giggles kept coming and coming.

      He frowned. “What is the matter?”

      “Nothing, I just—“ Winnie giggled and shook her head.

      “Are you unwell?”

      That only made her want to laugh more. For a moment, just a moment, she had wanted to believe. A dreamer? A magical fae seer? The idea of being something more than just ordinary Winnie Price was way too attractive. Something more than the girl with one best friend and one awkward kiss, who sat in the back of class scribbling in her composition books. More than the girl who had lost almost everyone she cared about.

      To be something more than that… was too good to be true.

      “This isn’t possible,” she insisted.

      He scowled. “Why not?”

      “Because…” She swung her arms wide. “I’m nothing special. I’m just… me.”

      “I think you know that is not true,” he said, lifting a hand to her face. “You feel it.”

      When his fingertips brushed her cheek, she felt those sparks again. All over her body.

      “This isn’t real,” she whispered.

      “It is.” He trailed the sparks across her jaw. “I know it is.”

      “How?”

      His lips spread into a small smile. “Because no one else can see me.”

      Winnie blushed. Not that anyone else was in her backyard, but the thought that she stood there, talking to someone only she could see? It was a little ridiculous. And a little unsettling. She must be crazy.

      “That doesn’t prove anything. I could be talking to myself.”

      Now it was his turn to laugh. “Very well. You require proof?”

      She nodded.

      “Then I shall give you proof.”

      He stepped back and held out his hand, silently asking her to take it. To trust him.

      Taking his hand was no big deal. There would be sparks, she knew that, but that’s it. Well, sparks and heat. But that wasn’t too terribly out of the range or normal.

      No, the thing she was afraid of, the thing that caused the little niggle of doubt at the back of her mind, that urged to run and run fast, was the possibility that she wasn’t insane. What if he could prove that she was a seer and a dreamer. That he and his realm did exist. That magic was real.

      Winnie thought that just might be scarier than being insane.
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      “Still baking?” Winnie asked, walking into a kitchen that smelled of freshly-from-the-oven cupcakes.

      When her aunt turned, dusted off her hands, and said, “You know summer. The season of weddings,” without noticing the dark fae boy standing in the doorway, it was all Winnie could do not to blurt, Omigod, can you not see him?! Her aunt didn’t betray a glimmer of notice that anyone but the two of them were in the kitchen.

      It wasn’t incontrovertible proof, though. Winnie flicked Cathair a glance. Just because Maureen couldn’t see him, didn’t mean he was fae. It could mean Winnie had an imaginary friend. Insanity was still on the table.

      He grinned.

      While Winnie tried not to stare, he crossed the kitchen to where the cupcakes sat cooling on a wire rack. Cathair studied them for a moment, then picked one up.

      “No,” she gasped, as he sent the cupcake flying across the room.

      “What on earth?” Maureen spun around. “Did you see that?”

      Winnie made a wide-eyed gesture at Cathair. “It must have been Nessa,” she explained, still shaking her head when Maureen turned back to face her.

      “That cat of yours,” her aunt said. “More trouble than she’s worth.”

      “I know, she—No!”

      Another cupcake went sailing.

      Winnie caught it out of the air. Thankfully Maureen had been glancing the other way, probably looking for the pouf of gray fur.

      “What?” Maureen asked.

      Winnie rushed to the cupcakes, shoving the fae prince behind her as she placed the second flyer back on the rack. “Nessa again,” she lied. She reached back, wrapped one hand around Cathair’s wrist, and squeezed. “She’s gone now.”

      “She’d best stay out of my kitchen,” Maureen teased, “if she wants me to keep buying her kibble.”

      Winnie laughed awkwardly. “I’ll make sure she’s in my room.”

      She moved toward the hall, dragging Cathair behind her.

      “Actually, I think I’m going to get to bed early.”

      Maureen frowned. “Are you feeling alright?”

      “Fine,” Winnie said, backing out of the kitchen. “Just a little tired.”

      Aunt Maureen smiled. “Then I’ll see you whenever you roll out of bed in the morning.”

      She had turned around, attention back on the bowl of red batter and the tray of lined cupcake tins, without another thought.

      Winnie looked at Cathair, at the bright amber eyes that seemed to be smiling with an I-told-you-so kind of gleam. She just shook her head and headed for the stairs, not acknowledging him again until they were both behind the closed door in her room.

      “It was like you weren’t even there,” she said, walking over to the window.

      “Fae magic is very powerful,” he said. “And the human mind… very susceptible.”

      Was this really happening? As much as her brain wanted to argue the point, her heart knew he was speaking the truth. Knew it as well as she knew that this boy before her was the owl who had visited her every month for nearly a year. She stared out at the tree, as if it might have the answer.

      It had only more questions.

      “Why?” she finally asked. “Why did you come see me? Why did you sit outside my window?”

      He hesitated. “I wish I knew.”

      Finally she turned to face him. He stood, looking so out of place in her floral and lace bedroom. His gaze lowered, like he was studying the floor beneath him. A dark, wild creature, unsure how to act in this bright, girly space. Bare feet on beige carpet. His toes curled and uncurled, as if trying to get used to the sensation of fiber instead of grass.

      He looked out of place period, like something otherworldly. Which, she supposed, he was.

      They couldn’t talk here, not where he obviously felt so uncomfortable, and where Maureen could overhear at any point. Winnie was still grappling with the idea that Cathair and the fae realm and magic were real. She definitely wasn’t ready to try to explain it to anyone else.

      “Come on,” she said, lifting the window and slinging one leg out over the sill. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “What are you doing?” He hurried across the room

      His hands were on her before she could step out on the small piece of roof outside her window. He pulled her towards him.

      “We’re going somewhere else,” she replied with a smile.

      “But what about your—“ He glanced toward the door, toward Aunt Maureen downstairs.

      “She’s fine.” Winnie drew him toward the sill. “We need to talk. My aunt will think I’m losing it if I sit in my room alone mumbling to myself.”

      He scowled, like he wanted to argue, but when Winnie tugged his hand harder his expression shifted. Very little space separated them. Very little, as in none. She could practically feel her heart beating against his. He watched her, a darkly powerful look in his eyes. Eyes that darkened into a burnt amber color as they stared.

      She inhaled, the action pressing her more tightly against him.

      Oh boy, was she in trouble. All she wanted to do was breathe again, and fall deeply into him.

      Oh boy.

      “The uh—” She struggled to make her voice and her body work. “There’s a trellis next to the back door.” She stepped out onto the roof, away from him. “I’ve climbed it a million times.”

      Eyes lowered, she turned and crossed to the spot where the trellis rose above the roofline. She swung herself around, setting her feet carefully on the sturdy cross-braces and wrapping her hands around the outer edges. She was on the ground in five drops.

      Once her feet were firmly on the grass, she looked up, ready to explain how to avoid the broken piece just below the gutter. Before she could say a word, Cathair leapt off the roof.

      “No!” she shouted.

      He landed softly on the
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