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To mom and dad

(on the other side of the door now, but always here)
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Misfits
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THEY SAY TRUTH is stranger than fiction. I say dreams are stranger than both.

Sylva and I didn’t always have strange dreams. There was a time when we dozed off peacefully under the stars and the rustling leaves. Maybe that sounds super corny to you, but that’s how it was. We were happy. We were home.

I was about ten when they took us away, and Sylva was about five. It’s all a blur when I try to think about it, a collection of sounds and images. A gunshot. A faceless man. Sylva and I running through the forest and then onto a road. A car hitting the brakes. People staring at us and asking us questions. All I could say in reply was that someone had killed our mother.

I said it over and over again. And I dreamed it over and over again. Sylva did too, poor thing. It was definitely worse for her.

Reader, what can I say about the next five years? We don’t blame any of our foster parents. We weren’t easy kids. It’s a miracle we were placed together in the first place. It was probably because Ms. Williams, the Social Services person in charge of our case, figured Sylva wouldn’t make it on her own. You have to understand: from the moment we’d been found, Sylva was clutching a sapling planted in a piece of burlap. She went everywhere with it. She even slept with it right next to her. Our first foster parents wanted to plant the sapling, but Sylva refused to let them touch it. They tried a few times, but her dark brown eyes stared so fiercely at them that eventually they gave up. She was just too “out there” for them. One time, they found her outside, with her feet under the earth (all the way to the ankles). She sat there, smiling, her hair decorated with leaves and flowers (I thought she looked cute, actually). When they asked her what she was doing, she said she was being herself. They finally took her to a therapist. 

“Do you have any friends, Sylva?” the therapist asked.

“Wynd,” said Sylva. She didn’t speak much, my sister, and I’m sure that didn’t help.

“You mean the wind?” asked the therapist, looking puzzled.

“Wynd is my sister,” said Sylva.

“Your sister’s the wind?”

“My sister’s name is Wynd.”

It wasn’t a promising start. Sylva finally gave the therapist a list of her friends: air, sunlight, trees, rainfall, earth. Oh, and wind.

“Isn’t there something we can give her?” I heard our foster mother say. “She thinks she’s a tree. She thinks her hair’s a canopy, and won’t let anyone cut it.”

“It does look a little like a canopy,” said the therapist, smiling at the thought of Sylva’s bushy and disheveled hair. “Give her time. She’ll grow out of it.”

Not fast enough, apparently. Time is a difficult thing for people to give. That’s why we ended up with our second foster parents. Ms. Williams told us they loved the outdoors, and Sylva got very hopeful. Maybe they would let her sleep outside during the summer and let her go to school under a tree.

I tried not to be too excited. I could do well anywhere, as long as it wasn’t a concrete parking lot with nothing living in it. Pretty much any place would be awesome as long as Sylva did okay.

Our hopes were dashed on our first day with our second foster parents. It was true that they liked the outdoors—especially fishing. I almost choked on the diced potatoes when they said that, and Sylva literally let her piece drop from her mouth onto her plate.

“You’ll see how much fun it is,” said our foster dad, encouragingly.

“It’s not fun to kill friends,” said Sylva. When she did say something, it was always short and honest. She never tried endearing herself to anyone.

“Fish aren’t friends, sweetie,” said our second foster mom, looking to me for support.

“Sorry,” I said, shrugging. “Killing things for fun is lame.”

Before I tell the rest of our story, I just want to say this: it’s not that we weren’t eager to belong to a family. It’s just that we couldn’t be who we weren’t. And we knew who we were, even at five and ten years old. That scared people.

“I just don’t think they’re the right fit for us,” our second foster dad told Ms. Williams, one day.

“You knew Sylva had special needs,” replied Ms. Williams, as Sylva and I eavesdropped from behind the staircase. “You knew she required a lot of patience. You said you were willing to work with her.”

“She’s beyond what we can work with,” we heard. “The teacher at school says she’s not making any progress. She scribbles a bunch of scratches and claims she’s writing, but the teacher says she can’t even tell letters apart—at her age.”

That was true. But Sylva wasn’t stupid. She couldn’t tell letters apart because she was miserable. She’d sit inside, looking longingly at the window. I told the teacher she should try teaching Sylva outside, under a tree, but the nearest tree was a block from the school, in a busy street, and that would have been unsafe. Regulations wouldn’t permit it. So Sylva stayed inside, safe, and learned nothing.

Maybe if we had been placed with some ex-hippies, they might have understood Sylva and sent us to some type of experimental nature school. I often thought that might have done the trick. Then again, maybe not. In any case, we were in Georgia, so ex-hippies were hard to come by.

“It’s not just Sylva, though,” continued our second foster mom. “Wynd is worse.”

Sylva looked up at me and grinned. I tousled her hair, because she was so cute when she was smug.

“Worse?” repeated Ms. Williams, baffled. “She’s doing well in school, isn’t she?”

“She’s getting excellent grades, but she’s not doing well,” insisted our second foster mom. “She and Sylva hide in the school library every second of recess.”

“I love the library,” said Sylva, proudly.

Sylva’s love of the library went like this: she’d sit next to me and smell the books. Sometimes she would hug them. My love of the library went like this: it was a peaceful place where no one could tease Sylva, push her around, throw her sapling on the floor, or snatch her backpack from her. Being able to read while having peace was just an added benefit.

“We don’t know how to relate to them,” confessed our second foster dad.

They really didn’t. Since fishing wasn’t an option, they tried giving us new clothes, a Nintendo, and expensive cell phones. To their disappointment, those things didn’t seem as exciting to us as they had anticipated.

And every day, what we really longed for them to understand was that Sylva just wanted to be left alone so she could be a tree, and I just wanted Sylva to be happy.

Since that was too simple, I guess they never got it.

“When she’s not being a loner,” continued our foster mom, widening her eyes at Ms. Williams, “Wynd gets into fights.”

“I would too, if my little sister were being bullied,” retorted Ms. Williams, sounding slightly annoyed.

“But she fights like . . . a wild thing,” said our foster father, lowering his voice. “She bites and scratches and won’t back down.”

“To be honest,” added our foster mother, almost in a whisper. “Wynd kind of scares us. The other day, she climbed up a tree in the middle of a windstorm, and wouldn’t come down no matter how much we begged her to.”

I cringed. I liked Ms. Williams, and I hated that she had to find out about this. I had to listen, mortified, as they recounted how I had seemed to be in a trance until Sylva had shouted my name.

“Wynd!” she had shrieked, in a desperate voice I had never heard before. “Don’t leave me!”

And I had suddenly come to my senses. I had climbed down, and Sylva had hugged me, sobbing.

“I won’t leave you,” I had whispered. “I promise.”

I had always loved any kind of wind, from the softest breeze to the most violent storm, but that day something had changed. Suddenly, I had felt a powerful longing to become the wind, weightless and free. I had forgotten everything else—even who I was.

“Did Wynd give you any explanation for her behavior?” asked Ms. Williams, clearly disturbed by this turn in the conversation.

What explanation could I have given? I wasn’t even sure I understood. I was afraid of how much I wanted it, that feeling of nothing and everything at once. I made up some story about how some kid in school had dared me to do it—something about him promising to leave Sylva alone if I did.

“That makes sense,” said Ms. Williams, breathing a sigh of relief.

“If you believe it,” said our second foster dad.

“Wynd is not the type to hurt herself,” said Ms. Williams. “She doesn’t fit the profile.”

She was right on that one. I had never thought of hurting myself. Neither had Sylva. We had to be around for each other—which is why I kept ignoring my strange longing for the wind, even though it was always there, lurking in the background.

You’ve probably guessed by now that foster parents #2 didn’t work out. They were the ones who tried the hardest, and after them it was just a downhill slope, so let me go over them with just a few highlights.

Foster parents #3: their big thing was sports and exercise. Because of them, I found out I could run fast, but I didn’t see the point of joining the track team. They couldn’t understand my lack of competitiveness, and they were appalled at Sylva’s complete lack of ambition. One time they asked her what she wanted to be when she grew up. You can guess what she said.

Foster parents #4: couple with two kids of their own who wouldn’t get off the phone—ever—and were always worried they’d be seen with the “orphan freaks” (or so they called us on Snapchat). I can’t actually remember their names now.

Foster parents #5: weird people who lived in the middle of nowhere and tried to homeschool us. Pretty soon, they came to the conclusion that Sylva was possessed. I called Ms. Williams and told her I had overheard them talking about an exorcist (I’m not kidding, by the way). Ms. Williams came and had a brief chat with them. Then she told us to get in the car with her.

Foster parents #6: thought what Sylva and I needed was good old-fashioned discipline. They said Sylva was too attached to her sapling, and actually locked it in the basement, where it began to wilt for lack of light. Sylva could only “visit” the sapling for a few minutes every night, and if she had learned her lessons and finished her homework. Sylva begged them to at least put it near a window, but they told her they were doing her a favor and she would thank them later. Gradually, Sylva became lean and pale.  One day, she was too sick to get up. Our foster parents thought she was “acting up” and threatened to throw the sapling away if she didn’t get out of bed.

“You’ll kill it!” moaned Sylva, tears running down her face. I had never seen her like that, and it scared me.

“That’s the sound of the trash truck coming,” said the foster dad, firmly. “Are you going to get up?”

Sylva couldn’t, so the sapling was thrown in the bin and hauled up into the truck. Our foster parents seemed proud of it, too, like they had done something worthy of praise.

I think I kind of lost it at that point. I’m not even sure how I did it, but I caught up with the truck, grabbed onto the end, and jumped inside the trash. I think that’s what happened. A few seconds later, I jumped out with the sapling. We were both a little worse for wear but otherwise all right. The truck drivers didn’t even see me.

I ran back to the house, fully ready to confront foster parents #6 (I had done that a few times already, and our arguments had been getting steadily worse). But the front door was locked.

I couldn’t believe it. It was cold, and it was beginning to rain—so I pounded on the door. They ignored me and raised the volume of the TV. They were trying to teach me a lesson, obviously. I was beginning to shake with cold, and they hoped I would apologize, beg, and all that good stuff.

I had to think fast. I was sure they were watching me from someplace inside the house. Too bad the cell phone Ms. Williams had given me was someplace inside the house also.

So here’s what I did: I turned around and ran through the trees. Then I hid and watched. There was a gas station two miles away, and a police station maybe a mile farther, and I was hoping they’d think that’s where I was headed. If they got out of the house, I could get Sylva out of there.

Bingo! A few minutes later, the garage door opened, and they drove out in a hurry. Both of them. They knew it would take two people to force me back into the car. I had counted on that, and as soon as the car was out of sight, I sprinted back to the house.

The front door was locked, so I grabbed a rock and broke the glass pane. Then I stuck my hand through the glass and opened the door. I got a few cuts on my hand, but I didn’t care. I wanted to get to Sylva as quickly as possible. She needed her sapling. She would die without it—I had finally understood that. This was why I hadn’t begged to be let inside the house again. I knew foster parents #6 might even let me in, but they’d destroy the sapling to teach us a lesson. I couldn’t let that happen.

“Sylva!” I cried, stomping up the stairs. “Sylva, I got the sapling back!”

I stormed into the room, triumphantly, but Sylva didn’t even prop herself up.

“I brought it back,” I said, sitting next to her. “Look.”

“Your hand is bleeding,” she whispered.

“It’s fine—don’t worry about it,” I said, hiding it from view. “You don’t look so good, Sylva.”

“Wynd,” she said, so softly I could barely hear her, “I think I’m dying.”

“I’m calling 9-1-1,” I said, jumping up in a panic. “They’ll send an ambulance.”

“It won’t help,” she said, and I sat back down next to her, because I knew that she was saying the truth. I could feel it, her life draining away.

“But I brought the sapling back,” I said, pitifully. “Look, it’s mostly in one piece . . . wait—what’s this?”

The string tying the burlap around the root base had come undone, and something was sticking out—something made of plastic. I pulled it out, carefully, and discovered it was a folded Ziplock bag.

“Sylva, there’s something in here,” I whispered, pulling out a faded piece of paper and two acorns. I unfolded the paper, trying not to tear it. Inside was a hand-written note, all blurry but still readable:

––––––––
[image: ]



Eat the acorns to come home.
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“Sylva,” I said, feeling goosebumps on my arms, “I think someone left a message for us.”

It seemed too good to be true, but I was too desperate to question. Sylva was fading fast, and I could hear a car turning into the long driveway. Foster parents #6 had guessed my strategy. They’d be walking through the door any moment now.

“How would you like to go home, Sylva?” I asked.

“Where’s home?” she replied, ever so faintly.

“I don’t know,” I said, cracking each of the acorns and retrieving the nuts. “Shall we find out?”

“Okay.”

I helped her to put her backpack on, and carefully stashed her sapling inside it. Then we each ate a nut.

They tasted like freedom.
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Florissant
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THE FIRST THING I saw were the wolves.

Wolves in Georgia? I knew there weren’t any. I was a good student, and I read. Any and all wolves in the state had been killed in the distant and not-so-distant past. But the many trees around us looked like Georgia, and the temperature and humidity were more or less the same. I had read there were still some red wolves in North Carolina somewhere—but these weren’t red wolves, either. They were grey wolves or timber wolves: large and tall, with massive paws and yellow or grey-green eyes. They were inquisitive eyes, curious eyes, and maybe even cautious eyes—but definitely not eyes that meant harm.

I watched, fascinated, as they trotted calmly toward us. One of the grey wolves had the handle of a lantern—with a candle and everything—firmly in its mouth. The fire from the candle seemed to fizz and sparkle, and I understood this was no ordinary candle, any more than these were ordinary wolves.

A thud forced me out of my amazement: Sylva had fallen on the ground, and I knelt down and tried unsuccessfully to wake her up.

She was cold. For a horrible second, I worried she might be dead.

“Don’t die, Sylva,” I cried, pathetically.

A long snout came between me and Sylva. I looked straight at a pair of yellow eyes and a black, furry face.

“Please,” I asked the wolf, “can you help us?”

The black wolf licked me, so I took it as a yes. He took two steps, stopped, and looked at me, as if to certify to himself that I was following him. Meanwhile, the grey wolf with the lantern came and stood next to me. Clearly, his task was to guide my steps in the darkening (and now rainy) forest.

“I’m coming,” I said, carrying Sylva. She didn’t seem heavy at first. For a ten-year-old, she was underweight and shorter than average, and I thought carrying her would be easy. As I followed the black wolf, however, it got harder. The terrain was all uneven, and the floor was slippery with wet leaves. I nearly fell several times, and my pace slowed as I got more and more tired. The black wolf trotted more slowly ahead, as did the two other wolves behind him, the lantern-carrying wolf next to me, and the one that kept the rear.

You might be wondering if I was insane to be following a pack of lantern-carrying wolves, but I had the strange feeling that something mysterious—something that was clearly on our side—was at work here. And I was desperate to save Sylva. You’d be amazed what strange feelings you trust in when you’re desperate.

It was raining hard now, though, and I was drenched, and hot, and exhausted. My legs were wobbly, and I was out of breath. The forest seemed endless, and I wondered how much longer I could do this.

“Sorry, guys,” I said, leaning against a tree. “I have to catch my breath.”

The black wolf turned around and regarded me with his yellow eyes. He was the only black wolf of the pack, and his eyes were like two orbs of fire.

“Yeah, I know,” I said. “You want me to keep going, don’t you?”

He blinked, and then barked at me. Nothing subtle about that.

“Let me just take a break for a second,” I half-panted. The grey wolf with the lantern whined impatiently, and the other wolves whined and barked. The one behind me actually nudged me forward.

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s go.”

I honestly can’t say how much longer I stumbled along. I was half-conscious and numb from exhaustion when the black wolf finally stopped. Then he howled. It was a melodious, haunting howl, and the other wolves quickly joined him. It wasn’t completely dark yet, and I could still see an octagonal building—three, maybe four stories high—in front of us with windows of various shapes and sizes. Two enormous trees seemed to blend seamlessly into the structure, flanking a heavy, arched entryway and a massive, wooden door. The archway over the door displayed, in elaborate golden letters, the following words:
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Florissant Academy
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Torn between total amazement and total exhaustion, I knelt (okay, more like collapsed), and waited to see what would happen. And what happened was that the door opened, and two women came running out. The black wolf went to meet them, and stood in front of the shorter one, as if telling her something.

“Thank you, Grimsby,” she said, glancing at me. “Go and take shelter.”

The black wolf—Grimsby, apparently—trotted unceremoniously away, and I felt slightly hurt that he hadn’t even glanced back at me. The rest of the wolves followed him—including the wolf with the lantern—and within seconds they had blended into the forest, like ghosts into the fog.

“Can you help us?” I asked, not sure which of the two women I was addressing now. Taller and shorter—that’s all I could tell about them out there, with the rain pounding against my face.

“Come inside,” said the shorter woman, and both ushered me through the door and into a type of covered mud room, beyond which I thought I glimpsed a large, round courtyard. But my powers of observation weren’t very sharp just then: I was dizzy, beginning to shake uncontrollably, bone-weary. I had been ignoring my hand the whole time, but it was swollen and throbbing now.

The taller woman took Sylva from me, and I leaned against the wall.

“My sister needs her sapling,” I said, trying hard to make the words come out right. “She can’t be separated from it.”

“It couldn’t be . . . ?” said the taller woman, with a bit of an accent that indicated English wasn’t her first language. “Could it?”

The shorter woman unzipped Sylva’s backpack and looked inside.

“I can’t believe it,” she muttered, turning in amazement to me. “How did you get here?”

“Acorns,” I said, too tired to do anything but comply. “I found them hidden with her sapling. Can you help her? She’s really sick.”

“Home-sick,” said the taller woman.

“Huh?”

“She needs Florissant earth,” insisted the taller woman, sounding urgent. “I’ll take her to Giniana.”

“Wait—what?” I asked. But—get this—the tall woman waved her hand and disappeared with Sylva.

“Where did she go?” I cried. “Where did she take her?”

“You need medical attention, too,” said the shorter woman, worriedly. “Your hand—”

“I don’t care,” I said, feverishly. “Why didn’t that woman take both of us?”

“Because your sister is a tree fairy, and you’re a different kind altogether. Mariposa is not going to stick your feet in Florissant earth.”

I stared at this woman, a woman who smelled noticeably of flower petals and had vibrant, green eyes, like the leaves of the forest on a sunny day.

“What did you just say?” I asked. I was burning with a fever now, and my entire body shook.

“You and your sister are fairies,” said the woman, smiling. “Welcome home.”

Just as she finished speaking, I passed out.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3

[image: ]


Tania Greenwood
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WHEN I OPENED my eyes, the first thing I realized was that I had never felt so good in my life. I wasn’t even tired. My hand looked perfectly normal—not a scratch on it—and my clothes were dry.

“Just in time,” the taller woman said.

I scanned the room: clearly, it was an infirmary of some sort, but instead of the usual boring medical posters, there were tapestries of medicinal flowers and herbs on the walls, and where there weren’t, vines and flowers seemed to grow out of the walls. The whole room had the stuffy, fragrant atmosphere of a florist shop, or a greenhouse.

“In time for what?” I asked. “Where’s my sister?”

I now noticed that this taller woman had brown-grey hair and bushy, brown eyebrows. She seemed to really like brown, because she wore a kind of brown dress tunic over her jeans. As she stood by the one open window in the room, she struck me as restless.

“My name is Mariposa. Your sister is in the courtyard, with Giniana,” she said. “Don’t worry—Giniana is taking good care of her.”

It was dark now, but the rain had stopped, and the clouds were letting the stars and a bright full moon through. I looked out and thought I distinguished Sylva’s shape, asleep by a large tree—Giniana, I guessed—in the middle of the courtyard.

“You left Sylva out there?” I cried, outraged. Don’t get me wrong: I knew Sylva needed some sort of unconventional medical help, but leaving her outside under the care of a tree seemed a bit too . . . unconventional.

“She’s recovering,” said the woman, defensively. “She would have died if I hadn’t planted her in some Florissant earth. You can go downstairs and see for yourself—the door is over there.” She pointed to an oval door that had moss and tiny flowers growing out of it, and that might have taken me a while to find.

“I’m leaving now,” she continued. “Don’t close the window. Buenas noches.”

Then Mariposa turned into a moth and fluttered out the window. I’m not kidding.

Still somewhat in shock, I walked out of the infirmary, trying to figure out how to get downstairs. Another corridor, this one full of doors, each with two or three names on them. I guessed I was in some sort of dorm, so I looked for some sort of exit sign. There wasn’t one, but I finally got to a spiral staircase and ran down. Another corridor, another set of doors with names, another spiral staircase—nope, this one only went to the next floor up. What kind of quirky architecture was this? Okay, finally found the one going down, and eventually got to some kind of living room or lounge with windows, a massive fireplace, and a door to the courtyard that wasn’t locked.

Reader, the courtyard smelled a-ma-zing after the rain. Each breath seemed to carry all the fresh and wet earth in the world. This was the smell of my childhood, alive and around me—for a second or two, I was five years old again.

As I skipped puddles to get to Sylva, I saw the reflection of the moon and the quickly disappearing clouds. And then I noticed there was something else in that reflection: moving specks of lights.

I had seen fireflies before, but never so many. It seemed as if, from the moment I had stepped outside, they had appeared out of nowhere to fill the courtyard. It was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. Eager as I was to check on Sylva, I stopped for a moment, lost in wonder.

“They’re welcoming you,” said a voice by the door.

I recognized the smell of flower petals even before I turned around. There she was, the shorter woman, leaning with her arms crossed and observing me with interest. She had brown hair in a pixie cut (no pun intended), and wore jeans and a long, sleeveless tunic that seemed to have been made of green felt or some other similar material. The buttons of the tunic seemed to be made of twigs or bits of wood.

“Go ahead and check on her,” she said, encouragingly. “What’s her name?”

“Sylva.”

“Of course,” she said, nodding. “Amazing.”

I had no idea what she meant, but I had other stuff to think about, because Sylva was awake. For the first time in a long time, she didn’t look pale. She jumped up, feet still covered in earth, and ran toward me with her sapling, which had been replanted into a larger vase. It looked considerably less wilted than it had been before, which was incredible considering its recent ride in the backpack.

“We made it, Wynd!” she cried, excitedly. “We’re home.”

She grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the tree. It had to be some kind of oak, because there were hundreds of acorns on the earth all around it.

“This is Giniana,” said Sylva. “She’s been telling me all kinds of stuff.”

I wondered how Sylva knew the tree’s name, and then I wondered what kinds of things a tree might say. But, if anyone could keep a conversation with a tree, it was Sylva.

“Hey, you’re all wet,” I said. “Let’s go inside so you can change into some dry clothes.”

“No! I want to stay here.”

“You’ll get sick. You’re all—”

I was going to say “wet,” but the shorter woman waved her hand, and Sylva was suddenly dry. Even her hair had mushroomed into its usual canopy.

“Thank you!” cried Sylva.

“You’re welcome,” said the woman, giving Sylva a playful wink. “Now you can stay out here without your sister worrying.”

“All night?” asked Sylva, widening her eyes. “Out here with the fireflies and Giniana?”

“Well, it is June, and it is Georgia, so it is warm enough to spend nights outside—especially for a tree fairy like you.”

Sylva jumped with joy, and then went to check out the fireflies. She giggled in a way I had never seen her do before.

“Is it safe enough for her to be outside all night?” I asked.

“Yes. The courtyard is inside Florissant Academy,” explained the woman.

“This is a boarding school?”

“For fairy youngsters. As you’ve seen, there is a lot of fairy magic around here.”

I stared at her. “Honestly, I’m having a hard time with this whole thing.”

“Why? Didn’t you want to come home to a place like this?”

She regarded me for a moment, and only then did I notice that she had remarkable green eyes. They made me feel hopeful and at ease, like the beauty of the woods with all its various shades of green.

“I did, but I wasn’t sure a place like this existed,” I confessed. “Why is it called Florissant Academy?”

“Florissant is the name of the forest.”

I thoug\  ht I detected the slightest hint of an English accent—or what I thought might have been one at some point.

“Let’s talk in my office,” she said, turning around and marching away. “There’s too much to say out here, and Giniana can be a bit of an eavesdropper.”

“Sylva can’t just wander off, can she?” I asked, rushing after her. For someone who wasn’t very tall, she sure could walk fast.

“I suppose she could, technically, if she went back inside and meandered around until she found the front door.”

“But you’re not worried.”

“Not particularly, no.”

“Why not?”

“Even if she went out into the forest, she’d be protected.”

“By Grimsby?”

“Grimsby is the pack leader, but she would also be protected by Gwaelrod, Whitby, Antrim, and Etain. And Madog would be guiding her with that lantern if she got lost.”

“Still,” I insisted, “it’s a forest. Forests can be dangerous.”

“But they can also be places of opportunity, adventure, and sanctuary.”

I hadn’t thought of forests that way, and I secretly hoped Florissant would be all three for Sylva and me.

“In any case,” she continued, “magic cannot exist without danger.”

I wondered if Ms. Williams would agree. The smartest thing to do would probably be to leave both magic and danger out of our next conversation.

“There’s Trego,” she continued, gesturing to a pair of shiny eyes following us from one of the sofas. “He’s one of our feline residents.”

“Is he enchanted?”

“Not enchanted, but enchanting—once you get to know him. All of our cats are, in their own way.”

“No one here’s allergic?” I asked.

“Fairies? Allergic to animals? They’d need to be under a curse.”

“Any dogs?”

“None yet.”

I wondered if the wolves scared away any potential stray dogs. It had to be a scary prospect, not having those wolves on your side.

“So, you from Georgia?” I asked.

“Not originally, no,” said the woman. “I came here a long time ago.”

“From England?” I asked.

“You could say that,” she said. “Any other guesses?”

“You don’t believe in elevators?”

“No need for them.”

“What happens if someone breaks a leg?”

The woman stopped on the landing.

“This,” she said, waving her hand. We were suddenly in a cozy office full of books, tapestries, and a fireplace—oh, and a cat. This one was a calico.

“Hello, Calumet,” she said, as the cat looked up and chirped. “I brought a new resident.”

Calumet regarded me with condescending boredom, staying exactly where she was.

“Have a seat,” the woman told me, sitting in an armchair by the fire. “As you probably guessed, this is my school. I’m Tania Greenwood.”

“I’m Wynd,” I said.

“Of course you are.”

I wasn’t sure what she meant, and I hesitated to sit across from her. I was afraid that, if I looked into her eyes, I’d fall on my knees and thank her for taking us in—even for one night—and making us a part of that world full of magic, guardian wolves, and fairies. I was afraid I’d cry.

“You have a lot of books,” I said, scanning her shelves. “There’s a lot of Shakespeare.”

“I used to be a professor. You’ve read some Shakespeare?” she asked, and seemed pleased when I nodded. “Romeo and Juliet, I suppose.”

“Midsummer Night’s Dream,” I said.

“My favorite,” she said, with a flash of mischief in her eye.

I finally decided to sit down, but I avoided looking straight at her.

“How old are you?” she asked.

“Sylva’s ten, and I’m fifteen.”

“Ten and fifteen,” she repeated. “I still can’t believe it. I’ve been looking for you—both of you, for several years now.”

“For us?”

“I was a friend of your mother’s, back in the day.”

I knew she was speaking the truth. Those eyes.

“My mother was murdered,” I said, surprising myself. I was usually so guarded about this topic.

“I know, Wynd. I know.”

And now I had tears running down my cheeks. I hated it. I quickly wiped them away, and then realized her eyes were brimming with tears also, although she had enough self-restraint for them to stay put.

“Are we really, um, fairies?” I asked, eager to change the subject.

“You know you are.”

“Sylva is a tree fairy?”

“We call a young one like her a tree child.”

“What kind am I?”

“You know what kind.”

I knew, but I averted the green gaze once more, because I didn’t want to confess that being a wind fairy frightened me. Wind was unpredictable, free, boundless. I had Sylva to think about.

“Are we allowed to stay here from now on?” I asked.

“I would be very happy if you did. I created Florissant Academy to give those kids of the fairy world who are orphaned, abandoned, or rejected a place to call home.”

“Sylva and I don’t have any money,” I said, somewhat ashamedly. I knew things were expensive: tuition, boarding, books, and so on. I had heard foster parents #4 and their kids talking about college. I had never considered it, because leaving Sylva behind would have been madness. I didn’t even think about the money issue.

“You’ve spent too much time in the human world,” said Tania. “Magic is more important than money—and love, of course, is more important than both.”

I understood love. What I wanted to learn more about was magic.

“Why didn’t you use your magic to find us?” I asked. 

“My magic doesn’t work outside the forest.”

“Then why didn’t you use the internet?” I asked, immediately thinking I might have sounded too harsh.

“I did,” she said, with a chuckle that indicated she wasn’t in the least bit offended. “Either I’m really bad with computers, or I’m guessing you were given other names.”

I had completely forgotten about that. In the foster care system, Sylva and I were officially Kaitlin and Jennifer Flynn. We hated the names.

A soft knock on the door prevented me from telling Tania about our alternate identities. A tall, black woman popped her head in. She had a warm smile and round, yellow glasses.

“Mustardseed,” said Tania, pleasantly surprised. “Come in
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