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  Praise for Red Summer


Three-time recipient of Readers' Favorite Five-Star Rating


"Reminiscent of author Cassandra Clare, Red Summer is engaging and highly readable with a strong emotional core. The pacing rises and falls in rhythm with the characters' emotional journeys, and thoughtful use of vocabulary helps each character feel fully realized. The novel tackles weighty themes, grounding fantasy elements in emotional reality. Power struggles between light and dark, good and evil, and the hunger for vengeance are central, and the world-building is creative and immersive. The writing is fluid and believable, and while it begins with a familiar "boy who feels different" trope, this story quickly proves itself to be far more nuanced. Red Summer is a thoughtful, well-crafted novel that stands confidently on its own within the genre." — Readers' Favorite Editorial Review

___

"Ana Lee delivers a brilliant urban fantasy in Red Summer, an amazing world any reader can happily get lost in. Characters are described with a depth that surpasses the norm. Descriptions are vivid, filled with sensory stimulation that will have you reeling from one page to the next. Red Summer ticks all the boxes for plot, action, and adventure. I now have another favorite author and eagerly look forward to the next book." — Readers' Favorite Editorial Review

___

"An enthralling novel. In this epic tale of hope, pride, self-discovery, friendship, and vengeance, the author brings together fascinating world-building, magic, and action, along with well-developed and intriguing characters, all combined with fantasy elements and emotional depth. This urban fantasy, with a Southern Gothic and New Orleans flair, should be at the top of the must-read list for those interested in ancient dark magic, forbidden love, high stakes, and whispers of lost dragons. Red Summer is a brilliant and immersive story." — Readers' Favorite Editorial Review
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  Chapter One


Wilder still had no idea how the fire had started. 
Sitting alone in the Child Protective Services office, Wilder wrung his hands, his foot beating an unsteady, anxious rhythm into the ground. The door opened, and a short woman garbed in a red suit entered, her heels tapping across the floor as she moved to her desk. Susannah’s brown eyes remained fixed on the pages within a thick green file in her hands, the name ‘Wilder Ansley’ printed in sharp, black lettering across the front. 
“Would you like to explain what happened?” Susannah asked, sweeping her dark hair behind her shoulder. Her matter-of-fact tone did little to hide her annoyance, her brows rising over bronzed cheeks and a pretty oval face. Taking a seat in the chair across from him, Susannah dropped the folder with a muffled thump onto the desk. 
She was the seventh social worker that had been assigned to Wilder over the last seventeen years of his life. Or was it the eighth? He had lost track a long time ago. Out of all of them, though, he had liked her the most. She actually seemed to care.
“What story should I tell you this time, Susannah?” Wilder reclined in his seat, the cold leather biting the skin on his arms as he shoved his soot-stained hands into his jacket, hiding the evidence of the last few hours. Silk met his fingertips, its touch his only consolation. “The truth or the same story Bernard and Emily told you?”
Susannah leaned back in her own chair, crossing her arms over her suit jacket and scowling. “Unfortunately, Wilder, I have no reason to believe the two aren’t the same.”
“Of course you don’t.” Wilder’s hands clenched around the fabric in his pocket. But Wilder knew she was right. Nothing he could say, not even the truth, could adequately explain away what had happened. Not this time. 
And the truth was—well, Wilder wasn’t sure what the truth was. 
He had just gotten home from a tough day at school when he found his foster brother, Kyle, rifling through his bag. The bag had held what little Wilder owned, including the red and gold swaddling blanket Wilder had been found in as a baby—his only connection to a family he knew in his gut had once wanted him.
“What’re you doing?” Wilder had asked Kyle, panic setting in as he rushed forward and snatched the bag out of his hands.
“Nothing.” Kyle leered at him. He stuffed something under his pillow before running his fingers through his too long, mousy brown hair. Only a year younger than Wilder, though a head taller, Kyle had a rap sheet a mile long, and theft was top of that list. 
Wilder’s blood began to boil.
He knew he could probably take him, but he also knew better than to try. Wilder usually had a handle on his reactions to most things. He had learned a long time ago to shove them down—to muffle them until he couldn’t feel them at all. It was the only way to avoid situations like this. Situations he knew would lead to unexplainable problems and unanswerable questions.
But this time, Wilder wasn’t quick enough.
“Give it back,” he seethed, each word a threatening promise Wilder, and Kyle, knew he’d never keep. Another rush of rage surged through his veins. His eyes narrowed on Kyle’s obnoxious grin.
“And if I don’t?” 
 Wilder tried to tamp down his roiling anger, to douse it with the numbness he knew so well. But when he blinked, the corner of the room was on fire. Hot orange flames engulfed Kyle’s fourposter bed and smoke billowed in dark gray plumes through the open windows. All Wilder could hear were Kyle’s shrieks as he tried to escape the blaze, and his own voice screaming “No!” as he tried to make sense of what was happening.
Everything was a chaotic blur.
Rage flipped to panic. Sprinting forward, Wilder seized Kyle from the fire, the red silk still clutched in his hand. Without a moment’s hesitation, Wilder hurled him from the burning bed. But then a loud crack echoed through the space, and Wilder’s heart stopped. Kyle’s head had smacked the wall more forcibly than should have been possible, and he crumpled to the ground, his still body a barely visible heap in the smoky room.
Shit. Shit… 
Wilder’s whole body trembled as he struggled to comprehend what had just happened. 
It was just adrenaline. That’s all it could have been…
As the flames spread, Wilder careened out of the room, returning a heartbeat later with the fire extinguisher from down the hall. He sprayed the flames until they quieted, a white dust settling over the charred sheets like fresh snow, the muted sizzle and scent of burning fabric clinging to the air. Somehow, he had contained the bulk of the damage to just the bed. But Kyle was another matter entirely.
Dropping the extinguisher, Wilder didn’t take a moment to consider whether his own hands had been burned as he knelt beside Kyle’s unmoving body, pressing his fingers to his neck.
Please don’t be dead. Please. 
A steady thrum pulsed at Wilder’s blackened fingertips, the subtle lift and fall of life moving across Kyle’s chest. Wilder heaved a sigh when he heard Kyle grumble. As his foster brother stirred, Wilder ripped the red cloth from his hand, stuffing it into his pocket. 
The insistent click of nails across a keyboard shook Wilder from the memory. 
“Listen, I swear Susannah, it was an accident,” Wilder said. “The police searched me. I didn’t have any matches or lighters. There’s no way I could have done this. You know I never…” Wilder swallowed, his voice caught on the lump in his throat. He looked at her, pleading. She knew him better than this. “I promise. It was an electrical fire or something. It had to have been. Just let me talk to Bernard and Emily. I’ll clear it all up—”
“They won’t have you back, Wil,” Susannah said, her voice firm. She folded her hands on her desk. Letting out a sigh, her gaze on him softened. “Kyle’s in the hospital with a broken collarbone and a serious concussion. You’re lucky they’re not pressing charges for arson or assault. But you’re being moved to a new placement, and a temporary one at that.” 
Wilder’s mouth fell open, the blood draining from his face. This can’t be happening. He was so close. He only had a year left before he was out from under the thumb of the state, and it couldn’t happen quickly enough. 
Before Susannah could see his reaction, he closed his mouth, gritting his teeth. “What do you mean, temporary?”
Susannah sighed again. “You’re wait-listed for a live-in correctional school on the north side of town. There’s a spot opening up there at the end of next month. Until then, you’ll be with a new family. They have experience with situations like this.” Pausing, she studied him. “I really think you’ll like them, Wil.” 
Wilder scowled. She was always sugarcoating things. ‘Live-in correctional school’. It didn’t matter what they wanted to call it. They were sending him to boot camp. Locking him away.
“Hardly matters what I think about them, doesn’t it?” He stood from his seat, slinging his backpack over his shoulder. “I’ll be saying goodbye soon enough.”






  
  Chapter Two


Three days later, Wilder slinked through the wide halls of Prescott High, keeping his eyes on his boots. He shouldered past the press of bodies, his classmates bustling to row after row of bright blue lockers. 
Over the weekend, he had been unceremoniously removed from one placement to yet another, his belongings gathered into trash bags and delivered to him at his new residence. At least he’d be staying in New Orleans. There were rules about that within the agency; about the importance of keeping the kids as close to ‘home’ as possible. But Wilder always worried one day he’d mess up so unforgivably, they’d make him leave the city altogether.
Wilder braved a glance up. He used to make it through most days without drawing much attention to himself. He could usually fade into the circus that was senior year, invisible in the sea of perpetual noise and motion. But word about Kyle had gotten around, and suddenly, it felt like everyone knew who he was. And what he had done. Pulling his black cap down over his unruly mane of red hair, Wilder fixed his gaze back on the ground, avoiding the curious stares following him.
A shoulder bumped into his. “Never pinned you for an arsonist, Ansley,” said a familiar voice, and relief flooded him.
Wilder peered over to find Evan, his closest, and really only friend, striding next to him. His mousy face was pulled into a huge grin, lighting his powder blue eyes. 
“Me neither,” Wilder grumbled, not sharing in his amusement. Evan never took anything too seriously, but that’s what Wilder liked most about him. “Guess there’s a first time for everything.”
Evan’s usual lazy smile faltered, and he looked at him with a level of understanding few people in Wilder’s life ever gave him. He’d miss that.
“You didn’t mean for it to happen, did you?” Evan asked.
“What do you think?” Wilder returned, his voice bitter as he pulled his locker door open.
Nodding, Evan glanced at the ground, inspecting his sneakers. “What’s the damage this time, then?” he asked, his stringy blond hair falling over his forehead.
“New placement,” Wilder said, looking for his homework in the mess of paper he had shoved into his backpack earlier that morning. He paused, considering. “And they’re sending me to a correctional school next month.”
Evan peered back at him and sighed. “Final straw, huh?”
“Guess so.” Wilder trained his voice to sound bored, but he could feel his throat tightening.
Putting his hands in his pockets, Evan rested against the lockers. “Well, now’s as good a time as any to tell you the news.”
Wilder stopped shuffling through his backpack and turned to look at his friend. “Don’t be shy. Get it out.”
“Sounds like we’re both out of here,” Evan said, smirking, but Wilder could tell his heart wasn’t in it. “Dad got new orders overseas. Somewhere near Greece. We’re leaving next month.”
Wilder’s stomach dropped. It shouldn’t have mattered where Evan ended up, especially since Wilder was leaving, too. But for some reason, it did.
Before Wilder could respond, a petite girl with chestnut hair sidled up to the locker next to them. Wilder glanced over long enough to realize she was new, and from the way she struggled with the latch, apparently new to lockers as well. The two watched her for a moment, suppressing their laughter before Wilder finally took pity on her. 
“Press the door in and shove up,” Wilder told her, his voice gruff as he dropped the last book into his backpack. 
The girl turned to glare at him, the look on her tawny face suggesting she didn’t need his help. “I know how to use—”. But as her bright green eyes, striking over a set of high cheekbones, caught his, they widened in surprise. She sucked in a breath. 
Wilder’s stomach dropped again, but this time for a completely different reason he couldn’t figure out. He ignored it. Lifting a single eyebrow, he waited for her to finish whatever she meant to say, but she turned away without another word. Instead, she shoved up hard on her locker and the door swung open.
“Thanks,” he heard the girl say, her voice muffled by the thin steel between them. She grabbed a single book from her backpack, dropped it in the locker and pressed it shut again. Turning back to him, she scanned his features for a moment too long, studying his red hair and stormy gray eyes, as if searching for something. Wilder recoiled at the inspection.
The girl cleared her throat. “Sorry. I’m Terra,” she finally said, smiling and holding out a small hand. “I just moved here.”
Wilder wondered if this girl had any idea who she was talking to. She probably hadn’t been here long enough to figure it out.
“Clearly,” Wilder said, disregarding her hand and smirking. He had meant for the response to sound more sarcastic, but her genuine friendliness had caught him off-guard. As he turned away, her stare continued to search him, narrowing on his hair and eyes. 
A bell clanged through the loudspeakers, and all three of them started as the sound reverberated through the hall.
Wilder snapped his locker shut without a second look back at the girl. “Good luck finding your classes.” He turned to Evan, who was still draped against his locker, watching the interaction with an amused expression, a single blond eyebrow raised as his gaze flashed between Wilder and the girl. 
Wilder gave him his usual ‘Don’t even think about it’ look. “We’ll chat later,” he told him.
Shrugging, Evan threw him a wink. Wilder ignored it, turning on his heel and stalking away. 
He hated being dismissive, but Wilder figured he was doing the girl a favor. Being friends with Evan was one thing. The guy had basically forced his friendship on him when Evan had moved here two years ago. Since then, Evan had proven he could handle the weirdness that came along with Wilder’s friendship, even if Evan could never understand it. 
But this girl. She clearly hadn’t gotten the memo that the arsonist foster kid was bad news—and best avoided. 
Most of the day passed without incident—other than the continued stares that followed Wilder from class to class. After lunch, Evan left school for an appointment, leaving Wilder on his own. 
He shuffled into the art room, angling for the two-seated table furthest from the front. Dropping his backpack on the floor, he stooped to grab his art supplies as the rest of the class meandered into the room. To his left, Wilder heard the unexpected sound of another bag dropping onto his table. 
He peered up. Yet again, a blindsiding set of emerald green irises met his.
Damn it.
The way this girl looked at him—seemed to watch him—was unnerving. As she sat down, Wilder tensed, his blood pricking at her proximity, the tiny hairs on his arms standing on end. Cracking his neck and readjusting his shoulders, Wilder tried to shake off whatever reaction he was having to her. Maybe he was coming down with something. 
Wilder finished fishing his supplies from his bag, straightened in his seat, and stared forward. The girl did the same. But out of the corner of his eye, he could tell she was watching him out of hers. Like she was waiting for something. 
The way the animals that had followed him his entire life always seemed to be waiting for something. The ones he knew no one else could see.
Wilder blinked, fixing his attention toward the whiteboard and pretended she wasn’t there — all while bitterly priding himself at how good he had gotten at pretending such things. No one knew about the hallucinations; the animals, or the people in the trees. Not anymore.
“Morning, class,” Mrs. Tumnus said from the front of the room, beginning their lesson. 
As one of his classmates raised their hand, Wilder flipped through his sketchbook to find the next blank page. 
“Interesting drawings,” Terra said, her voice so low only he could hear. Her gaze flashed across Wilder’s charcoal depictions of dragons, wolves, and trees with faces.
“What’s it to you?” he whispered, snapping the book to an untouched page.
The girl’s eyes narrowed in confusion, a light blush rising to her cheeks. “I’m just making conversation.” 
But Wilder couldn’t shake the feeling her curiosity went beyond a general, friendly interest. “Well, don’t. I won’t be here long enough for it to matter.”
Terra cocked her head, the sun from the window behind Wilder highlighting the bronze undertones of her skin. Her stare was intense—calculating. “What do you mean, you won’t be here long enough?” If Wilder hadn’t known better, he could have sworn there was a pointed searching to her question. Geez, couldn’t this girl catch a hint?
“Listen,” Wilder said. “I get it. You’re new. You’re trying to make friends. But don’t waste that energy on me. I’m getting shipped off to boarding school next month. Why don’t you join the French club or something? You seem nice enough. I’m sure you’ll find plenty of friends somewhere else.”
“Well, with that attitude, sounds like you won’t have any trouble finding many either.” Crossing her arms, she reclined in her chair, her attention settling on the slideshow Mrs. Tumnus was flipping through. 
Taken aback, the corners of Wilder’s mouth lifted into a slight smile. His gaze trailed the lines of the girl’s heart-shaped face and the annoyance marking her features, and he almost felt sorry he’d be leaving. With her candor, charm, and quick wit, this girl would have no trouble collecting friends as quickly as he repelled them. If she hadn’t been so damn insistent…Nope. No. He wouldn’t go there. 
Terra didn’t say another word to him as they moved into their lesson. But Wilder continued to watch her. Now entirely consumed with their project, the whole of her attention remained focused on the precise shading of her drawing of a library. In the corner of the piece, a giant stone geode stood among the bookshelves. There was something mesmerizing about the intensity with which she worked to get the play of lights and shadows just right.
It felt like time had barely passed when the bell rang for the end of the school day. Without another word or a second glance back, Wilder shoved from his chair. After depositing his books in his locker, he rushed out the front door. To his dismay, Terra had somehow beaten him outside. She sat on the concrete steps, her head bent over a textbook Wilder was fairly certain they weren’t using in any of their classes. He forced his attention to the path in front of him, but not quickly enough. 
Out of nowhere, an oddly large mouse scampered across his feet. Wilder tripped, stumbling backward. Righting himself, his gaze trailed the path of the culprit. On the mouse’s back, a tiny knight with translucent gold wings, outfitted in full body armor, sat holding a set of reins. Every centimeter of the armor’s brushed metal appeared detailed with alarming precision in fine silver filigree. 
Wilder’s eyes shot up, scanning the crowd milling about the lawn. No one else had seen what he had. Of course they hadn’t. They never did. Wilder spun in the opposite direction of wherever his hallucinations had wandered off to. He knew better than to acknowledge them. It only ever led to uncomfortable questions he didn’t want to answer, and assumptions he didn’t want to deal with. 
Thank goodness these didn’t stick around long enough to follow him home. Wilder often saw them together, the animals and the tiny people in the trees, like they were partnering to rattle him. But rattled felt like an understatement. On days like today, he wondered if ‘unhinged’ was more accurate. 
As Wilder turned to leave, set on pushing the whole ordeal out of his mind, he locked eyes with the last person he wanted to see at that moment. The shock on Wilder’s face must have been plain enough, because Terra had forgotten all about the history book laying open in her lap, and was once again focusing on him. Wilder figured she was wondering what on earth could possibly be wrong with him. He didn’t blame her. He wondered that about himself every damn day.
Glowering at her, Wilder stalked away, ignoring her gaze as she watched him go.
Who reads history books for fun, anyway?






  
  Chapter Three


The late February sun shone high above the Carrollton district, warming Wilder as he strode along another row of historic New Orleans homes after school. Pausing at an intersection, he waited for a car to pass, trying to put the past few hours, and the past few days, behind him. 
Getting lost in this multifaceted city, with its high-spirited and eclectic vivacity, was his favorite distraction. This city was the only part of his life he could wholly rely on. It couldn’t move away or choose to leave him. It was home—whatever that might be worth. 
Wilder usually spent these walks imagining a life on the other side of the ivy-covered columns, wrought-iron fencing, and heavy oak doors, surrounded by a family of his own. A family that bickered and ate chocolate-chip cookies on Tuesdays after school. A mother that made him chamomile tea when the kids at school made fun of him. An understanding father that, despite the crazy situations Wilder got himself into, would reassure him all would turn out fine, reminiscing about that one time when he was his own age.
He imagined what it would be like to have a sister—one that would annoy him to the ends of the earth and refuse to leave him alone, but he’d adore her anyway. Though no, she still couldn’t go in his room. 
He imagined a family that would never give up on him. 
The distant improbability of all of it was something Wilder had come to terms with, just like the truth about life in general. People left. That’s just the way things were. Evan leaving, Wilder leaving—it was all a stark reminder of that truth. No one sticks around forever. Wilder had grown used to it, though the thought didn’t blunt his disappointment. It was his seventeenth birthday, after all. 
Picking up a fallen leaf from the sidewalk, crisped by the cold, he held it by its stem. “Happy birthday,” Wilder said to himself. Blowing the leaf from his fingertips like a candle on a cake, it garnered passage on a fleeting breeze. As he watched it go, Wilder caught sight of a snowy white barn owl sitting atop a fountain in the courtyard next to him. The yard’s countless magnolias flaunted their creamy whites and pale pinks in the new spring sun. As the owl stared at Wilder, Wilder scrutinized it. He could always tell the difference between normal animals and the ones that turned out to be hallucinations—the latter always acted weirder. More aware.
The bird cocked its head and hooted, the sound piercing the silence between them, as if intrigued by their interaction. Its beady black eyes never left Wilder. Stiffening, he took a measured step back and crept away. As the bird watched him leave, he wondered once again if he was just a little bit crazy.
Twenty minutes later, Wilder ambled up the grassy knolls of City Park, a steaming paper cup of black Cafe Du Monde coffee warming his palms. Ahead, he noticed a tiny old woman sitting alone at a stone table inlaid with a chessboard, moving the black and white marble pieces from square to square, playing both sides of the game. 
Whenever Wilder came by the park after school, which was more often than not, he would join the various old-timers playing chess or checkers among the swooping oaks. Listening to their stories, he’d find himself grateful for the moments they gave him, treating him like a fellow human being. He had his favorites. There was Mark, who grew African violets on every windowsill in his home. Rebecca, who ran a bookstore two blocks away.  Whenever he went in, the whole place teemed with every breed of dog and cat—each ready to curl up into the lap of whichever unsuspecting reader took a seat in the plush chairs littering the store. And there was Michael, who never shared much about his own life, but always seemed interested in Wilder’s. This woman, however, wasn’t one of the regulars.
Wilder glanced around, but nobody was joining the old woman. Striding into the chess plaza, he took a seat at her table, putting his paper cup on the edge. 
“Oh good. You’ve made it,” the woman said, collecting the pieces into lines along the sides as she finished her game. Her wiry gray hair flared in wild curls around her head like a massive halo, and the thinnest of wrinkles collected at her eyes and lips. 
Wilder lifted his brow and smirked, dropping his bag onto the ground. Nothing about this woman was familiar, but he played along. “Um, yeah, sorry I’m late. I’m Wilder. Nice to meet you…” He left the words open for her to introduce herself. 
“Who you think you are is trivial, boy. As is your timing,” the woman said, her tone abrupt. She never met his gaze. “It’ll all happen as it’s meant to. Now, what’ll it be? Light or dark?”
“What?” he asked, before realizing she meant the chess pieces. “Oh, white is fine.”
The woman smiled, still moving the pieces, seeming pleased by his answer. She gave him a quick nod, and he helped her reposition the pieces onto the board. The woman didn’t say another word as they played, the silence between them interrupted only by marble tapping across tile and the gentle rush of a fountain in the center of the lake beside them. Now and then, Wilder caught the woman smirking whenever he struggled to make a move, though she always seemed to know her next one. Her tenacity never faltered, and Wilder’s eyes grew wider and wider as, piece by piece, his army fell to hers. 
Just as she took another of his bishops, putting his king into check, Wilder noticed a fox and a squirrel at the edge of the wood, watching their game. Wilder blinked, hoping his eyes were playing tricks on him, hoping they were just normal animals that would scurry away the moment they were noticed. 
The fox and the squirrel met his stare, but didn’t move.
Pausing her assault to follow his perturbed gaze, the woman huffed. “Never minding their own business,” the woman said, pursing her lips. “Bunch of busybodies, if you ask me.”
Wilder’s stare flashed to her. “You can see them?” he asked, heat flushing his cheeks. His whole head felt warm, and a loud buzzing filled his ears. No one had ever been able to see them before, and Wilder had learned the hard way to never bring it up.
“Of course I can. I’m not blind like the rest of these fools,” the woman said, waving her arm toward a couple pushing a stroller down the path. They remained entirely unaware of the creatures standing just feet away.
Jaw dropping, Wilder’s mouth suddenly felt dry. The woman lifted her knight and knocked down his king. “Checkmate, deary. I say, they said you’d be better at this.”
“I’m sorry, who said what?” Wilder shook his head. It was starting to spin uncomfortably. He took another drink of his now-cold coffee, but knew it wouldn’t do much to calm his racing heart. “I don’t understand. How can you see them? Who are they? What—”
“Never you mind,” the woman said, swatting away his questions with a gnarled hand. She never met his gaze. “Like I said, it’ll happen as it’s meant to.” She stood from their game, turning to leave without a second glance at Wilder or the animals watching them. 
“Wait!” Wilder shouted after her, struggling to stand. But his legs had fallen dead asleep and wouldn’t let him move. His head grew woozy, his eyesight blurred. He felt like he was in one of those dreams where he’d try to run, but his feet remained rooted to the ground. Had there been something in his coffee?
“Wait,” he said again, his voice straining as he forced himself to remain standing, fighting against whatever was holding him captive. “How can you see them?” he kept trying to ask her, but his voice in his own ears sounded muffled. “Just tell me what’s happening. You can’t leave. Not yet.”
The woman turned, finally meeting his stare. Her gaze was a piercing ocean blue, and he felt like she could shred apart his soul if she wanted to. Wilder’s heart stopped and he finally gave up, collapsing into his seat. 
“Will you be here tomorrow?” he asked her, struggling for breath. “I’ll come back. I just need answers. You’re the only one I’ve ever met who—”
“I may be,” the woman said, raising a single knobbly finger and cutting him off, but she didn’t seem at all annoyed by his questions. “But I’m not so sure about you.” Her gaze softened, and he could almost feel her sympathy washing over him like ocean waves. Turning away, she strolled down the concrete path, leaving a dazed Wilder powerless to go after her. 
Breathing hard, he scrunched his eyes closed, trying to blink away the buzzing muddling his mind. After a minute, the feeling in his legs returned, but when Wilder peered up, finally able to see straight, he knew in his gut he wouldn’t see the woman there. She had disappeared along with the animals.
 Releasing a heavy sigh, Wilder resolved to come back tomorrow, and the day after that, and the day after that, until he saw the woman again. She knew something. Knew him—somehow. Maybe she’d know where he had come from. Why he was the way he was. He at least had to try.
His heart plummeted, realizing once again he was being sent away at the end of the month. What if he couldn’t find her again before then? How often would he be able to make it back here?
Grabbing his empty cup, the chill of the coming evening pricked his skin. Wilder pulled the collar of his jacket up around his neck. He didn’t understand what was happening. He’d never had so many episodes occur in such a short span of time. Hallucinations. All hell breaking loose. Things had never gotten this bad before. Sure, now and again, something crazy would happen. An animal would follow him, a flowery face would peer down at him from a tree above, whispering and giggling to get his attention. On rare occasions, he’d lose control, and something might blow up. A microwave might short circuit, or a door would rip off its hinges. All things he could come up with some excuse for. All things everyone else could explain away by an aggressive temper and a dumb kid’s troubled past.
But a person? A real-life person that could see the animals too? And what had she done to keep him from going after her? He couldn’t explain that away. He didn’t hallucinate people. At least he didn’t think he did.
Lost in his thoughts, Wilder rose to leave, but a sharp glint caught his eye from between the trees. He turned to see another woman leaning against an aged trunk at the edge of the wood, hidden amongst the dark pine needles. She looked far younger, with pin straight hair the precise color of hematite, and dark almond-shaped eyes that never left him. A silver blade played between her fingers, glimmering in the weak late-day sun.
The hair on the back of Wilder’s neck stood at attention, but it had nothing to do with the cold. Drawing his eyes away, he tried to ignore her, starting down the path out of the park. But out of the corner of his eye, he noticed the woman step toward him. 
Something in Wilder’s gut told him to run—fast. 
Just then, a familiar white owl swooped down from the canopy, its talons readying to claw and snatch. Wilder sucked in a breath. The bird’s squawk sliced through the dusk as it shot for the woman, and she stumbled back, glaring up and lifting her arm just in time to block its descent. The bird’s talons seemed to strike against something solid, but invisible, before the owl bounced back up with another loud squawk, leaving the woman untouched.
Turning back to Wilder, the woman’s gaze narrowed, as if angered by the interruption. But a moment later, she had disappeared, absorbed into the darkness. The last thing Wilder saw of the two were the soft beating of white wings disappearing into the pines.






  
  Chapter Four


Two hours later, Wilder struggled to catch his breath as he arrived back at his new placement. 
Wilder had been there for three days now, since the evening following the fire, but from what he had gathered, his new foster parents, Maris and Steven, weren’t all that different from the other ten placements over the last seventeen years. At least they didn’t padlock the fridge or beat him with a belt.
Susannah had said Maris and Steven had experience with kids like him; kids who couldn’t make it work anywhere else. Being so close to eighteen, Wilder had scoffed, but she had refused to hear any argument that he was hardly a ‘kid’ anymore. 
Maris dropped a plate of food on the table as Wilder took a seat for dinner. The plate clattered onto the glass surface. Wilder peered up just long enough to notice the fury on Maris’s face, and figured it best not to say anything. He knew better than to cross any foster parent when they got like this. 
“You’re late,” Maris said in a low hiss. 
“Sorry, Maris,” Wilder muttered, staring down at the plate. “I missed the bus leaving the park today. I had to run a mile to catch the next one.”
“There’s always some excuse with all of you. We have rules,” Maris told him, an unattractive vein pulsing along her forehead. “We’ve been over this. If you cannot respect the rules of this house, rules that have been set in place for your benefit, you’re more than welcome to leave.”
Heat rose to Wilder’s cheeks, but he didn’t respond, instead trailing Steven’s stare to the television screen in the corner of the room. The news flashed photographs of several missing men and women who had disappeared from the city within the last few months. 
“Authorities remain perplexed by the increasing number of disappearances, and now believe this might be the work of a serial killer. If you or anyone you know has information leading to the recovery of these individuals, please dial—”
“Are you even listening?” Maris asked, her voice rising over the broadcaster’s as she slammed her fist against the table, making the cups rattle. “You know, this is probably why your parents didn’t want you. Between your insolence and your arrogance, you clearly have no respect for anyone but yourself. I’m not surprised. You’re all the same. Why should I expect you to be any different?” 
“Now Maris, that might be a little uncalled for,” Steven said from his seat across the table. His tone stayed flat, his attention never leaving the screen as he munched on a leaf of garden salad, vaguely reminding Wilder of a bored turtle. 
But Steven had a point. Maris didn’t know Wilder’s story. She hadn’t cared enough to enlighten herself. A bitter bile rose from his gut, burning his throat. Of course she’d believe Wilder was no different than any of the other fosters she claimed to home out of the goodness of her heart. Wilder was sure her altruism had nothing to do with the sizeable paycheck she received every month that, coincidentally, Wilder never saw one red cent of. 
Wilder stared down at his plate and forked at his food, his jaw clenching. Maris didn’t know nor care that Wilder had been left alone on the edge of some wooded city park at a mere three months old, only to be found by a little old lady walking her dogs. 
“It’s no matter,” Maris said, her tone evening as she took a seat. “Susannah called today. Spend the evening getting your things together. You’re leaving tomorrow.”
Wilder’s fork clattered against the porcelain plate. “Tomorrow?” His chest tightened. “But I’m not supposed to leave ’til next month…”
“The New Orleans spot got filled before Susannah could get your name in. She found another school near Caddo Lake that said they’d take you. You’re leaving tomorrow morning.” Maris’s words dripped with a smug haughtiness.
“Caddo Lake? But that’s five hours away.” Wilder argued, his voice shaky, his blood pounding in his ears as realization hit.
Maris just shrugged, taking a sip of her wine and turning her attention to the television.
Leave. New Orleans. He’d be leaving New Orleans. 
Sucking in a breath, Wilder tried to push down a familiar rush of boiling panic. But that control was quickly unraveling. Maris’s insistence to paint him a delinquent, the decisions being made without his consent, and the fact that this was all happening on his birthday, was more than he could handle. 
Wilder shoved from the table, the feet of his chair scraping across the linoleum floor. Steven still didn’t look up as Wilder left the room and stormed upstairs. Maris moved to follow, yelling something about being respectful at the dinner table. He ignored her, making it to his room and slamming the locked door behind him. Outside, he could see raging storm clouds gathering; coalescing with unsettling precision over the house—mirroring his fury. Lightning streamed through the night and thunder clapped so near overhead it shook the walls, rumbling through to the foundations of the house. 
Looking around his cramped room, he ignored Maris’s shrieks from the hallway. The end of his bed jutted so close to the narrow closet, barely any space remained for him to squeeze through. Rain pummeled the windows and harrowing winds howled through the eaves. In a frenzy, Wilder snatched up his threadbare backpack, the thin fabric falling apart at the seams. He packed it with the handful of things he had held onto throughout the years: his drawing pad and pencils, his phone, the silk blanket, a week’s worth of clothes, and a tattered book of dragon lore an old friend had given him years ago.  
Donning an oversized rain jacket, Wilder shoved his feet into his sneakers, opened the window, and slid down the wet rooftop shingles. He landed on all fours onto the unforgiving soaked turf below, muddying his hands and the knees of his holey jeans. Getting to his feet, Wilder wiped his hands on the wet grass and readjusted his backpack, ignoring the storm as it continued to rage around him.

      ***Wilder hadn’t realized the storm had gotten so ferocious until he was standing in it. Trudging through the violent wind, he squinted through the darkness. Already robed in muck and mud, Wilder concentrated on where he put his feet in the thick dark, heading for a grove of trees at the end of the street. His current lack of visibility, and the unfortunate realization that he didn’t know when his next shower might be, made him far more cautious than he would be otherwise. 
A puddle of ankle deep mud squished beneath his feet as he wandered into a dense thicket, the canopy above blocking the onslaught of rain. 
Where would he go? In his anger, in the revelation that they were going to take him from New Orleans, he hadn’t been thinking straight. He hadn’t thought that far ahead. But as the cool chill of rain met his cheeks, the crushing weight of reality set in. Maybe he could go to Evan’s, but he knew Evan’s dad would likely bring him right back. 
All he knew was he had to find that woman again. Had to know if she somehow knew who he was, where he might have come from, and how she could see the animals, too. Had to know if she could somehow help him control what kept happening to him. Suddenly, brilliant white lit the surrounding night, jolting him from his thoughts. But it didn’t fade with the lightning.
Wheeling around, Wilder stared at the entrance to the grove, at where a pillar of light now shone, extinguishing the darkness. The pillar stood nearly seven feet tall, the dim shape of a man within its center. But when Wilder blinked, it was gone. He squinted into the dark again, trying to readjust to the change in light. He scanned the branches, but couldn’t find a single explanation for what he’d seen. 
It was only lightning, he told himself. But the light had been too contained—too solid. Too unnatural.
A soft who sounded above his head, and Wilder whipped his gaze upward. The same white barn owl who had been staring at him earlier—that had scared off the woman in the woods—sat perched on a tangle of wet branches. Its feathers ruffled as it shook beads of rain from its wings. Cocking its head, the bird considered him, as if Wilder were today’s featured sideshow.
“What do you want?” Wilder snapped, glowering at the bird. “Why are you following me?” 
Great. Now he wasn’t just seeing things, he was talking to them too. Wilder rubbed at his eyes and tried to ground himself. In the past, he had taught himself to ignore the things he had learned, through trial and bitter error, weren’t real. The animals that followed him. The people in the trees—those curious little faces that’d peer down at him from the branches above, the flowers that’d turn to look at him as he passed. But after today, after his interaction with both of the women at the park, Wilder questioned whether he knew what ‘real’ even was.
Hooting again, the owl shook another mist of water from its feathers. Wilder put his hands on his hips and scowled up at it, grateful at least the owl didn’t talk back. Lowering himself onto a lush clump of moss, Wilder heaved another sigh and waited for the remnants of the storm to pass. The owl fluttered down from its perch and hopped over to Wilder. It turned its head back and forth, studying his face, his damp red hair, and his belongings. With one last look up at him, it hopped away and distracted itself with a few attempts to unearth a mouse from under the roots of an oak tree—either out of genuine hunger or mere boredom. After a few minutes, it gave up, returning to study Wilder some more. 
Outside the grove, the storm eased, the hammering thunder retreating farther and farther away. As the rain calmed to a light drizzle, Wilder collected himself and his belongings. Taking out his phone to text Evan, he found the screen cracked in half, the entire thing refusing to turn on.
Just my luck.
“Peace out, weird bird,” Wilder said. Throwing the broken phone into his bag, he waved a tired hand at the animal before venturing to the main road—no real direction in mind. Maybe he’d try to talk to Susannah in the morning, get her to see reason, beg her to give him another chance, place him with another family, at least until he was eighteen and could fend for himself. 
But the owl apparently had other ideas. Landing at his feet, it halted his procession, peering up at him with an almost human audacity. Who, it echoed, skipping forward a few steps, making it quite clear which direction Wilder would be going. His suspicion of the creature mounted. No way in hell was he following some screwball bird—and a hallucination, at that—into the night. But the owl just stared at him, flapping its wings in agitation as if to say, ‘Must I repeat myself?’
“Fine,” Wilder said, throwing up his hands in defeat, “but only because I have nothing better to do.” Trying, and failing, to convince himself he hadn’t completely lost his mind, Wilder followed the hopping owl as it led him through the city—down dark, empty streets and through glowing stop lights. Greens, golds, and royal purples colored the city, every establishment strewn with banners, streamers, and cheap plastic carnival masks—preparations for the city’s upcoming riotous activities. At the owl’s cue, they hopped on a late bus-circuit traveling two districts over. The owl rode on his shoulder, its weight heavy as it swayed back and forth in sync with the rhythm of the road. 
The bus wasn’t crowded, but those aboard didn’t look twice at the strange boy and his bird, making Wilder feel, once again, like he was losing his grip. After passing through the Warehouse District, they finally came to a stop at the far end of the French Quarter, the owl pecking at Wilder’s cheek to signal their exit. This part of town was as familiar as the rest of the city: rundown properties, streets scattered with the revelries of the evening, and a few wayward souls wandering home. Nothing out of the ordinary.
The owl hopped off his shoulder, guiding him to the entrance of a towering but dilapidated building. Shattered and boarded windows circled the structure, the trimmings weather beaten and laden with years of grime. The doors hung halfway off their hinges, the warped wood split, its paint chipped and discolored. Wilder wouldn’t have been surprised if the property had been condemned and largely forgotten by the rest of the city. But the owl—this weird, annoying owl that was getting on the last of Wilder’s frayed nerves—remained unbothered by the building’s concerning condition.
“Are you sure about this?” Wilder asked. Though if he was asking the owl, or himself, he wasn’t sure. 
Fluttering off his shoulder, the bird landed with a soft thump onto the ground and hopped up the darkened steps ahead, each one caked with dirt and dead leaves. Jumping into the air, the owl wrapped its talons around a twisted rope hidden behind rotting metal work. Wilder grimaced.
That cannot be sanitary.
The rope pulled down under the owl’s weight, and bells—deafening church bells—rang glorious through the night, their tolling piercing the silent breeze and Wilder’s now stunned eardrums. 
Oh, crap.
Whipping his head around, Wilder scanned the empty avenue. The last thing he needed was to be arrested for trespassing, and he doubted the police would believe some wild tale about an owl making him do it. Just as he decided it was in his best interest to vacate the premises, leaving the deranged little owl and their outlandish adventure at the doorstep, a shimmer caught his eye, as if a translucent veil lay hung between him and the condemned structure. Wilder reached out to touch the air, his fingers seeming to sink into the folds of time itself. A heartbeat later, the veil disappeared, falling away in streams of dimly twinkling stars. 
Where the rundown building had been only moments before, a Gothic-style cathedral now stood, complete with artisan stained glass and wide abutting towers along the perimeter. The front doors opened with a wide groan, and Wilder blinked up at the light now streaming from the doorway as the silhouette of a well-kept older gentleman stepped out of the church to meet them. 
The dark-skinned man stood a head taller than Wilder, and wore an unassuming pair of gray and white plaid pajamas, tufts of snowy gray sprinkling his dark hair. A pair of fluffy white slippers warmed his feet, and he greeted Wilder with an enormous Cheshire grin. “Evening, young man. Don’t you look a little lost…” 
“Uhhh…” Wilder gathered his thoughts, still unsure of what was happening, how he had found his way there, or how to explain his association with the jumped-up owl—all while appearing sane. 
“Ahh, yes, hello Hennie.” Reaching into the air, the man grinned as the bird flapped and floated around his head. So the man knew the owl? Could see it too? A moment later, Hennie landed on his wrist and gave the man a nip to his finger. “Welcome home. I’ll go get Terra.” 
The hair along Wilder’s arms pricked up at the name. Terra?
As he turned to leave, the man looked Wilder over. Wilder assumed his drenched and muddied clothing would do nothing to encourage an invite into this man’s home, but to Wilder’s surprise, the man added, “Please come in. You are most welcome.” Waving his arm through the open doors, he stepped aside to allow Wilder to pass. 
Disoriented, and not too keen on being arrested, Wilder wandered into the foyer. As the man retreated down the hall, Wilder surveyed his surroundings. Wood floors stretched through the downstairs, meeting a wide staircase leading upward, and hints of cedar wood and sage lingered in the airy hallway, the scent easing at least some of Wilder’s trepidation. Victorian wall sconces lit the forest-green papered walls, their every inch lined from head height to ceiling with artwork. 
Scanning the frames, Wilder found each piece to be as beautiful a depiction as the last: a woman rising from a lake to hand a sword to a young man on the shore; a little girl playing a harp under the shade of an elm, surrounded by woodland creatures; a trio of witches dancing around a large boiling cauldron; a sinister and pale fanged creature seducing a spellbound young woman; two glowing hands playing marbles with nine multicolored orbs; and a human bodied man with the face of a wolf, its sharp fangs held in a malicious sneer. The most prominent of the paintings was a large, glossy rendering of an angel astride a shining golden dragon, his glowing sword set ablaze with heavenly fire.  
“Well, hey there,” a familiar voice echoed from somewhere down the hall. Wilder stiffened, the hair on the back of his neck standing on end. He turned toward the voice, only to see a white barn owl nuzzled into the collar of a girl, her messy chestnut hair pulled into a bun atop her head. She wore a set of navy pajamas speckled with stars, her wavy flyaway wisps framing a delicate amused face he knew all too well. Cautious emerald eyes stared back at him. 
Wilder stared. And stared. Her presence in this hallway, however unfamiliar this place was, rendered it impossible for any of this to not be real; for the owl to have been a hallucination. Unless he had also been imagining Terra the whole time. 
But no. Evan had seen her too…
There’s no way. Wilder shook his head, clearing the dust gathering between his ears as his carefully maintained lines between real and not-real began to blur. 






  
  Chapter Five


“Did you need to borrow some notes for Chemistry? I hate to break it to you, but that test’s going to suck no matter how hard you study for it,” Terra said, crossing her arms. She searched his features, as if trying to read his reaction. 
Wilder thought he heard a thunk somewhere in the recesses of his brain. His mouth had fallen open at some point, but at the present he didn’t have the wherewithal to close it. 
“Earth to Wilder.” Terra snapped her fingers at him. “Not one for jokes, I take it?” 
“Why am I here?” Wilder blurted out, closing his mouth with a snap. “Why are you here?” The muscles along his neck tensed and he tried to keep his cool, but he felt miles from it. “And where the hell is here?” he added, motioning to the art-filled foyer they still stood in. The man with the Cheshire grin had left without so much as a goodnight. 
“Like, existentially speaking? Or were you hoping for a more time-bound response?” A puckish smirk played on Terra’s lips. 
“Don’t be cute,” Wilder growled, his nostrils flaring. “I was rather hoping for the latter, if you don’t mind.”
Terra huffed an easy sigh, as if disappointed but otherwise unfazed by his reaction. “Well, since you asked so nicely. You’re here because my owl, who you’ve already had the pleasure of meeting earlier today, decided you were lost and needed to be found.” 
Wilder’s eyes snapped to the owl still huddled on her shoulder. “I wasn’t lost,” he said slowly, on his last leg of patience for the day. “I knew exactly where I was.”
“Existentially speaking, or…?” Terra shot him a charming grin. But at the pinch of aggravation on Wilder’s face, her lips thinned.
“Never mind. Look, I’ll try to explain, but you may want to sit down for this.” The girl gestured to the plush seats in a parlor off the main foyer. “Care to join me for some tea, at least?”
Wilder hesitated, half of him wanting to tell the girl to screw off. But his curiosity was piqued, and he reminded himself he had nowhere else to go. He had followed what he thought was a hallucination across town, and it had turned out to be real. What would it hurt to gather his thoughts and dry off for a while? Wilder took off his shoes, careful to not spread mud across the flooring, and followed Terra into the next room. 
The parlor had been styled in a rustic air and warm, dark hues. Finished walnut shelving laden with expensive brass trinkets and leather-bound tomes adorned the walls. A brushed-copper telescope stood undisturbed beside a window through which Wilder could see the faint glow of the waning quarter moon. Crackling against the wall, a broad stone-worked fireplace imbued the space with heat and life. A number of midnight blue antique couches and armchairs, offset by chenille silver throws and beaded pillows, littered the room’s center.
The girl settled on a loveseat facing a long settee. A coffee table scattered with candles and an entire tea service sat between them. Leaving as much space as possible between himself and the girl, Wilder chose the far end of the settee. 
Terra took a deep breath, as if steeling herself. “This evening, the New Orleans Council was informed of an unanticipated thunderstorm manifesting directly above your home. They sent Hennie to investigate, and when they realized the storm’s origins…you,” Terra pointed at him, “Hennie was told to bring you here. It’s time you were informed about some things. Things that might be a little hard to hear, or believe.” Folding her hands in her lap, her back pin straight, Terra studied his reaction again. She spoke as if this conversation were merely a part of some job. 
“What things?” Wilder asked, scoffing. “And what do you mean, the storm came from me? That’s ridiculous.” Wilder felt his stomach churn. 
“We’ll get there,” Terra said, giving him a warm smile despite the acidity in his tone. “Based on what we know about most unfound Céad, such as yourself, we can assume there might be some things in your past you can’t explain. At least not without feeling a little unhinged. Am I right? You might have done something you didn’t intend? Or saw something no one else could? Had something completely out of your control happen when your emotions got the better of you?”
Wilder gaped at her, grappling with what she was asking him. “Wait, how do you know where I live? Are you stalking me? And what the hell is a Céad?” Indignation began to mount in his gut. Does this girl know about the fire too? The people in the trees? Wilder thought back to the woman in the park—how she could see the animals when no one else could. And now Terra was here, one of those strange animals now half-asleep on the couch next to her.
“Stalking?” Terra answered. “No…Well, yes. But no. I’m sorry.” Stumbling through her words, a light flush painted her cheeks as she wrung her hands between her knees. “I knew this wouldn’t go well.” Terra paused, collecting herself. “A Céad is someone that isn’t quite human. They’re different species who have been concealed from the humans because of what they are, and the magic they’re capable of. We can get more into that later. I know this all probably sounds absurd, but we’re rarely wrong about these kinds of things. The Council, that is. The ones that assigned me to check you out and bring you here.” She added this as if that clarity might absolve her of some guilt; might make this whole situation somehow more palatable. 
“Magic? Not human? Assigned you to check me out? Like at school? You were there because of me?” Wilder was sputtering each question now. 
I can’t believe this. This girl is crazy.
“Yes, Wilder,” Terra said, her tone steady, her emerald eyes blazing. “You’re here because you aren’t the same as those around you. Not the same as the humans, at least. Just like I’m not the same, either.” 
Discomfort crept through Wilder’s bones, his skin flushing cold and clammy, but he let her continue. 
“You and I might live among them, but we’re worlds apart. We exist—truly exist—behind a veil; our true selves hidden from the humans. And, in your case, likely hidden from yourself as well.” 
She was nuts. He knew it. Wilder was in the last place, with the last person, he should be associating with. The last thing he needed was Child Protective Services thinking he wasn’t just some runaway delinquent, but mentally disturbed to boot. Scanning the parlor, he tried to calculate the best way to make an immediate escape, eyeing every block of furniture between him and the door.
Terra continued, seemingly unaware of his brewing intentions. “Plenty of Céad are born into families that know exactly what’s happening. But a lot of us don’t until things get out of hand. That’s where we come in. It’s our job, the Council, all of us here, to bring in Céad just discovering their abilities and may need help.”
She had struck a nerve. “I don’t need help,” Wilder snapped, his temper flaring. “I’m not some charity case.”
While so much of what she said resonated with him—a small, wistful part he had tucked away, along with the little boy that waited for a family and answers that had never come—the more realistic side knew where talk like this would lead. Straight into an institution, where he’d be forced to endure agonizing hours of a drugged up mental void for the rest of his life. It was a possibility he had worked tirelessly to avoid since he had first realized no one else could see what he could. 
“Is that why you kept talking to me at school?” Wilder asked, his tone scathing. “Helping me looks like convincing me of some ludicrous world that no one else can see? Is this your idea of some sick joke?” He needed to leave. Now. Shoving into the couch cushions so hard he felt the frame beneath his knuckles, he stood up. “And keep your bat-shit owl away from me.”
“Sit down.” Terra’s firm tenor thundered through every crevice in the room, reverberating off of the walls and vibrating the brass trinkets on the shelves. The entry to the foyer slammed shut, and the candles and flames in the fireplace shot up an extra five inches. 
Wilder froze before inching down into his seat. He eyed everything, including the girl, warily. “How…did you…do that?” 
“Sorry for the theatrics,” she said. Her tone returning to an apologetic calm, she acted as if whatever power she had just displayed was an entirely normal reaction to his response. “Sometimes it’s necessary.” 
Wilder gawked at her.  
Pausing for another moment, she studied him, as if deliberating whether he too had finished with his own theatrics. “You,” she finally said, her voice steady and careful, “are what we call ‘fae’. The Fae are the oldest of the Céad, all of whom were cast into the Eadar—behind the Shroud—thousands of years ago, according to our legends.” 
Wilder felt sure he was having an aneurysm. 
“Each fae has power, abilities intrinsically linked to their blood. Our assumption is that you were kidnapped from your parents as a baby, then left for dead among the humans. It’s happened to a lot of fae newborns over the last couple of decades.” Her tone had gone hard and exacting, her bright green eyes never leaving his. Silence filled the space between them.
“So, no rainbows and unicorns, then?” Wilder finally asked, his tone snide.
“’Fraid not.”
He paused, his gray eyes boring into hers. He didn’t know if he could believe her. But he also couldn’t walk away now, not when she had just displayed the same kind of power he had so many times before. This was his only chance at an explanation. 
“Why are you only telling me this now? You were at school with me earlier. Why not then?” As his breathing evened, genuine curiosity bloomed at the edges of his questions. 
The corners of Terra’s lips rose into a crestfallen smile. “Given your reaction to me tonight, how do you think that conversation would have gone? ‘Oh by the way, new guy I just met. You’re not human, neither am I, and there’s a whole world out there you know nothing about. Please don’t tell all your friends I’m a nut job.’ Could you honestly tell me you would’ve believed me? Would have given me the time of day? And in my defense, I didn’t know yet, and I couldn’t risk it until I knew for sure. Until the Council was sure. If we had been mistaken, if you had been human…we just couldn’t take that risk. And you were a particularly tough case to crack.”
Wilder fidgeted in his seat, staring down at his hands. The girl had a point. He likely would have lost it on her. 
“Look,” he said, “I’m not saying I believe you, but if I did, what ended up giving me away? What made you think I’m…well, whatever it is you think I am? And why did you come looking in the first place?”
Terra leaned forward, lacing her fingers together. “First, we heard about the fire. How you claimed you had nothing on you that could’ve started it. It made the papers.” 
A flush rose to Wilder’s cheeks. 
“I got sent to Prescott to check you out. And then, when I finally met you, I don’t know. It was just a feeling. It was weird. I’ve never had it with other lost Céad before, but it’s not unheard of. I just knew something about you was different—wasn’t human, I mean. After we met at the lockers, I got the office to let me into your art class. And then I saw your drawings. Dragons, wolves, trees with faces. Either you had a pretty wild imagination—which could have been an explanation—or you were one of us. But it wasn’t enough for me to be sure.” 
Terra paused and peered at him, sympathy in her eyes as they locked on his. “Then, right after school, I thought I saw you react when one of the Natuine passed by. The small creature you saw on the mouse’s back? They’re a type of Céad. Another of the Fae, like you. Why they were there, and why they targeted you like that, I have no clue. But your reaction to them, how easily you brushed it off… I couldn’t be sure you had seen them at all. I couldn’t risk saying anything until we saw your powers actually manifest.”
Terra bit at her bottom lip, and Wilder found himself leaning forward in his own seat. “It wasn’t until tonight,” she continued, “with the
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