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      The carriage lurched forward with a jerk, creaking and crunching over the gravel road before settling into a steady rhythm as the horses pulled us away from Strong Haven palace. We weren’t just leaving—we were fleeing.

      With my eyes fixed on the view, I studied the massive gold-and-ivory structure with its magnificent spires as we rolled past, my heart in my throat as it disappeared from sight. Because once we left, there was no going back.

      My mother was born there, and I had been visiting the palace since I was little. I had combed the marble-lined hallways, hidden in the thick trees and brush in the gardens, and even daringly made my way across the roofline once, though my parents didn’t know, of course.

      Now, Strong Haven was evacuating in waves, with my carriage and five others in the first group because every province—except for the Sublands, where we were headed—wanted us dead.

      And so did Draven the Witch.

      He had escaped the dungeon of Strong Haven palace after twenty years of imprisonment and was helped by Leaf, the fae protector who had my heart. Leaf had even given Draven the last remaining aquoise stone we had been searching for, though deep down I couldn’t believe he acted willingly. There was no way he would’ve turned on me and Strong Haven like that.

      Not after what we had shared. Not after everything he meant to me.

      With the stone, Draven’s powers would know no bounds. I didn’t know how any of us could survive what he had planned.

      But the thing that hurt most was a loss that cut so deep, I didn’t think I’d ever recover. My mom was dead, and my dad had decided to stay with her in the Passing Place.

      Wrapping my arms around my waist, I eased myself away from the window and settled back against the smooth purple velvet seat, shifting my gaze to my boots that poked out from under my brown silk dress. Images of the Passing Place filled my mind—the lush lavender field, the apple trees bursting with shiny red fruit, the creek where I had seen my mother with the skirt of her dress tied at her knees, fishing. She had no idea she was dead. Her mind somehow shielding her from the truth, making her believe all was well and she was merely enjoying a long visit to Faevenly with my dad.

      I supposed being in that state was better than the alternative.

      My uncle Manny sat next to me, and across from him sat Lady Sonia, the palace healer. They didn’t know about my mom and dad, because I had found out only minutes before getting in the carriage. I needed to tell them but didn’t think I could manage a conversation about it just yet. I needed a moment to gather myself.

      “All will be well, Gabriela,” Lady Sonia offered in her soothing voice. “You will see.”

      She wore her long dark hair pulled up in a loose bun, and had on a long gray dress. There was much I admired about Lady Sonia, including her unwavering optimism. But with everything that had happened, and all that was still left to face, I knew she was wrong. Nothing would be well. Not ever.

      “I don’t know, Sonia,” Uncle Manny muttered.

      I pulled my gaze up from my shoes and studied him. He wasn’t my blood uncle, but was my dad’s best friend since forever. So he was just like family. He sat with his slim frame slightly hunched over. He wore a fae outfit of dark green pants and a long-sleeved brown shirt, his jeans and shirt from the human realm undoubtedly shoved in his bag like my jeans and my shirt were shoved in mine. He had been in Faevenly with my mom and dad before I was born, and together they had gone through some serious dangers. If what we were going through now was worse than what they had gone through then, we were really screwed.

      “Now is not the time for such thoughts, Manny,” Lady Sonia said in a somewhat terse tone.

      Uncle Manny rubbed his stubbled face, then combed his fingers through his thick black hair that was beginning to show gray along the edges. “You’re right, Sonia,” he blew out. Then he reached out and patted my knee. “Sorry, mija. I’ll do better.”

      “It’s okay, Uncle Manny,” I said, placing my hand over his and giving it a squeeze. “You don’t have to apologize.”

      Uncle Manny’s usual playful and cheery style had been all but erased and was replaced with despair and grief. The transformation was unnerving, to say the least, because I had never really seen him like this. Telling him about my mom and dad might push him over the edge. But still, he needed to know. They all did.

      “Thank you, mija,” he muttered.

      The carriage dipped, then jostled back up. I tightened my grip around Manny’s hand as I kept myself from sliding off my seat.

      He steadied my arms with a smile. “Feels like the potholes in the roads back home.”

      Recognizing his attempt at trying to make me feel better, I forced a smile in return. “It does.”

      The carriage resumed a steady pace again, and my uncle let out a chuckle. “Hey, remember that time you hit that pothole so hard you got a flat tire?”

      I smiled, because that was one of my favorite memories with him. “Of course I remember. I called you crying and you came over and fixed it and I got back home without my parents even knowing.”

      “Yep, and what did we do before you went home?”

      “You took me for ice cream.”

      He turned to Lady Sonia. “Not just any ice cream. It was the world famous Amy’s ice cream way on the other side of town. We also got brownies.”

      “Yep,” I said, recalling the cool and creamy chocolate chip cookie dough ice cream dolloped on top of a chewy fudge brownie. “We sure did.”

      We laughed a bit more before a quiet lull returned to the cabin, my gaze drifting to the passing trees outside the carriage. As hard as I tried not to think about them, my thoughts went back to my mom and dad. Mom looked so happy in the Passing Place, and I wondered how long it would take for her to figure out she was dead. I couldn’t blame my dad at all for wanting to stay with her as long as possible. If it were me, I’d probably do the same. But if things got worse in Faevenly, which I was sure they would, then I’d need to get him. And he’d have to tell her.

      I folded my hands on my lap with my heart shattered and my spirit lower than low. I was grateful to have Uncle Manny with me, and I really hated not telling him about my mom and dad, but I wasn’t ready. It was almost as if keeping the information to myself made it less real. Which was a really dumb way of looking at things, but I couldn’t help it.

      “You can tell us, Gabriela,” Lady Sonia said in a half whisper. Her hand rested on her necklace with an opal stone. She had worn that necklace for as long as I could remember. Most times, she wore it tucked under her clothing. Other times, she wore it out. Like today.

      Uncle Manny’s back stiffened as he sat straight. He looked from me to Lady Sonia and then back to me. “Is there something you need to tell us, mija?”

      I swallowed. Of course Lady Sonia would know I needed to tell them something. She was the palace healer, was hundreds of years old, and had powers I couldn’t even understand. When I was little, I made a game of looking for her and her healing chamber whenever I visited.

      Once, I found her chamber behind a hidden door in the grand hall, another time at the top of a stairwell I had discovered in the back of the palace—a stairwell I had only seen that day and never again. But the strangest place was in a glass dome deep in the garden surrounded by flowering bushes.

      I had spent hours with Lady Sonia, learning about herbs and tinctures, following her around and asking her tons of questions. I wished I had never stopped visiting and that I remembered the stuff she had taught me, but understood my parents’ desire to keep me away from Faevenly because they thought it was safer that way. Now that I knew how a group of fae had tried to kill me in our bakery when I was little, I understood.

      “Well,” I said, clearing my throat, “there is something I need to tell y’all, something I found out before we left the palace. Something about my mom and dad.” I shifted in my seat as a lump formed in my throat and my eyes filled with tears. I drew in a long deep breath, forcing myself to keep it together because the last thing I wanted was to be weak.

      “Go ahead, mija,” Uncle Manny soothed.

      With a nod, I said, “Well, after I finished packing my things in my room, before we left Faevenly, Maid Gidna left me by myself for a while. An overwhelming need to see my dad and find out where my mom was overcame me, because I didn’t know for sure if she was with him. So I used my Avila witchy skills to go to the Passing Place.”

      A stream of sunlight filtered in through the carriage opening, casting a ray of light over Lady Sonia’s smooth ivory face and showcasing her sparkling hazel eyes that sometimes looked blue. She had thick, long lashes and her eyes blinked with surprise. She wasn’t expecting me to say that.

      “Did you see him?” she asked.

      “I did. I was telling him about Leaf and the aquoise, when he helped me realize something.” I paused for a few long seconds, remembering how I had wrapped my arms around him when I realized he was alive. “My dad isn’t actually dead.”

      Manny’s eyes widened and his mouth fell open. “What? Your dad is alive?”

      “Yes, he’s alive.”

      Manny stayed so still I thought he had stopped breathing. “Are you sure?” he asked.

      I nodded. “Absolutely sure.”

      He stared at me with a large smile. “Thank you, Jesus!” he exclaimed, making the sign of the cross up and down his body and side to side. “And your mom?”

      Fresh pain shot through my heart as I looked down and moved my head from side to side.

      “Oh, mija,” Uncle Manny said. He reached over and wrapped his arms around me. “My dear girl.”

      Tears spilled from my eyes as I clutched him to me, feeling grateful to have him with me especially since he had always been with me. He was at the hospital when I was born, and he came over and visited and babysat all the time when I was little. He never missed a birthday, or any of my church milestones like my baptism and confirmation. And he always seemed to be the loudest one cheering at my fencing matches.

      Lady Sonia patted my back, then reached out with a handkerchief. I took the white silk fabric and wiped my cheeks.

      “Gabriela,” she said after giving me a few moments. “I am relieved to hear about your father, but am saddened to hear about your mother. So very saddened.” She tilted her head a little. “But what is Lord Julio’s plan? Why is he there, if he is alive?”

      I drew in a breath and sat up. “My mom doesn’t know she’s dead, and my dad can’t leave her. Not yet, anyway.”

      Uncle Manny sat back, speechless. Lady Sonia kept quiet too. The carriage jostled again, but this time it came to a stop.

      Uncle Manny peered out the window. “What’s going on?”

      I was turning to look when Lady Sonia leaned forward and took my hand. “Gabriela, tell no one your father is alive. Understand?”

      Her words surprised me. “What?” I flashed Uncle Manny a look. He appeared as confused as me.

      “What do you mean, Sonia?” he asked.

      The sound of horses whinnying and people shouting filled the air, and a tingle of panic raced across my spine.

      “Lord Julio is important. We must do whatever is necessary to keep him safe.” She scooted closer to us and said in a low voice, “I sense he has a great role still to play in all this.”

      Uncle Manny blinked. “A great role? Like what?”

      “I am unsure. It is a feeling inside of me that has been growing for a while now. A feeling I cannot explain.”

      Her words filled me with hope, because I desperately needed my dad. With a swallow, I nodded. “I won’t say anything.”

      “Neither will I,” Uncle Manny added.

      A guard dashed into place against the carriage, his bow out and arrow nocked. Whatever was happening looked serious, and a blast of fear shot through me.

      “Hey, what’s going on?” Uncle Manny asked.

      Keeping his attention on the woods, the guard replied, “Someone has been spotted on the road. Lord Rook fears they mean ill. He and a team are scouting the area.”

      Uncle Manny ran his fingers through his hair. “Of course there’s someone out there who means ill,” he muttered. “This is Faevenly, after all.”

      The horses stamped nervously, the carriage rocking beneath us. No one moved. Even the air felt suspended—thick with pine and tension, every breath sharp against my lungs. I strained to hear anything beyond the creak of wood and the distant hum of insects. Nothing. Just waiting.

      Eying the guard, I told myself it was precaution, but my pulse betrayed me. If the provinces had truly turned, then danger wasn’t closing in—it was already here.

      And we were completely exposed.
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      My hand flew to my back, searching for my fighting stick—but came up empty. Panic surged through me. If someone was out there, I needed it. And not just because it was a weapon. Leaf had given it to me.

      “What is it?” Manny asked.

      “My fighting stick. I don’t have it.”

      My mind raced through the events of the last few days, trying to visualize the last time I had my stick. I didn’t have it at my house when I fought Leaf because I grabbed a fighting stick by my front door before I rushed him. That left the bakery and the confrontation with Draven. That was the last place I remembered having it.

      I shuddered at the thought of Draven and how close he had been to me. I was pretty sure I had my stick with me while I was there, but the entire sequence of events was muddled and the details lost to me. But according to Leaf, I had tapped into my Avila witchy skills to drive Draven away and in the process brought my abuela back to life. And then I passed out.

      I must’ve left it there.

      Maybe Maid Gidna had stuffed a weapon inside my bag. My eyes darted around the carriage, searching for my things.

      Lady Sonia rested her hand on my knee. “Your things are stored in a different carriage. Besides, I do not sense you need a weapon. Not this time.” Her words should have comforted me. They didn’t.

      The last time I traveled with her in a carriage, we were with Uncle Leto, Leaf, and a handful of guards. We were traveling to Strong Haven West to persuade the members of the Council of Six to support me as the head of Strong Haven and head of Faevenly in an effort to prevent the Kane family from coming into power, because having them in power meant having Draven in power. But on our way, we were attacked and I ended up charging out of the carriage with my fighting stick and battling side by side with Leaf.

      We were able to fend off our attackers that day, and it was in large part because of Leaf’s fighting skills. But then he had to go and break Alexander’s neck, killing him on the spot. Which was why the provinces wanted us dead, and why we were fleeing Strong Haven.

      “Gabriela,” Lady Sonia said, “do you sense any impending peril?”

      There were things I could do, like my dad and my abuela. I could see and communicate with spirits, and I could sense danger. Sometimes it was a subtle tingle at the back of my neck that told me something was wrong. Other times it was a hard vibration that raced through my body. I inherited the ability from my dad’s family, and it was only becoming a bigger part of me now that I had been in Faevenly.

      Ever since everything started happening, a warning tingle had been a constant. So much so, I hardly even recognized it anymore. But if I focused, I thought I might be able to sense beyond it.

      “I don’t know. But I can try,” I said.

      Forcing myself to relax, I closed my eyes and turned my attention to my neck, my jaw, my forehead, even my shoulders and arms. Everything felt… normal. Or at least, my new normal. Did that mean whoever was out there was harmless?

      “Do you sense anything?” Lady Sonia asked again.

      Opening my eyes, I said, “Well, I’ve felt a constant low tingle since I was attacked at my school back in the human realm, but right now I don’t feel anything beyond that.”

      Uncle Manny was quick to express his caution. “Um, is that a good thing?”

      “I think so.” I glanced out the window, past the guard, and surveyed the brush and the trees. The sun shone brightly through the tall pines as the fresh air wafted through the carriage. By any standard, it was a gorgeous day, and everything seemed okay. I took that as a good sign.

      “I think we should go see for ourselves,” I said.

      Uncle Manny raised his brow. “I don’t know if that’s the wisest thing to do right now.”

      I wrapped my fingers around the door handle. “I don’t know either. But I feel like it’s what we should do.” Even if it was a mistake.

      Manny looked to Sonia for a response. She nodded slightly, signaling her agreement with my plan. “Let us go see.”

      I opened the door and we climbed out. We had been traveling for hours, and my legs were stiff and achy. Even with the velvet-covered seats, my backside was killing me.

      “You should not be out of the carriage,” the guard warned as he stepped aside.

      “It’ll be fine,” I assured him.

      I walked around in a small circle, stretching my legs and studying the area. We were on a narrow dirt road. Carriages were ahead of ours, and behind as well, leaving ours in the middle. Guards were standing around, their bows and arrows still in their hands and pointed in every direction.

      Up at the front of the convoy, I spotted Rook marching our way. The tall, muscular fae from the Sublands was unlike any fae I had seen in Faevenly. And honestly, I had no idea what to make of him, but he was a trusted ally to my mom and dad and my Uncle Leto. He was also very close to Leaf.

      “My Queen,” he said with a stern nod. “You must stay in your carriage until we know what is afoot.”

      “Why? What’s going on?” I asked, dismissing his command, still thinking it sounded so odd to be called queen.

      “Yeah, what’s happening?” Uncle Manny asked.

      Rook’s thick brows furrowed, as if bothered by our questioning. “There are footprints up ahead on the road. My scouts are combing the area.”

      “Footprints?” I looked at the road again. It was made of tightly packed stones with a thin layer of dirt on top. Even though no one else was on the road, I imagined others used it from time to time. “But this is a road. Aren’t footprints expected?”

      “Yes, but these veered off into the woods. And are fresh. Someone is attempting to avoid detection.”

      “Oh,” I said in a whisper, taking in our surroundings with newfound fear. Someone knew we were coming.

      A rustling in the brush cut through the air. Rook swung his arm out, sweeping me behind him. He lifted his fisted hand in the air. The guards directed their aim in the direction of the sound and held steady while Rook stepped forward.

      “Hark!” he called out in his deep voice, his hand still raised while his other one pulled a dagger from his belt. “Come forth now and your life will be spared from certain death!”

      The brush and trees were thick, forcing me to squint as I searched for a glimpse of who or what was in the woods, my mind jumping straight to Draven. Was the deadly soul-sucking fae witch coming to kill us once and for all? With the aquoise in his possession, he could easily do it.

      Rook advanced another step. “My guards will fire their arrows if you do not comply!”

      The guards held their bows high and their arrows taut, ready to unleash on command. Rook opened his fisted hand. Before he could move his hand again, a small voice called out, “We are coming!”

      Another added, “Do not harm us!”

      Rook held his position for a few seconds, then lowered his hand and sheathed his dagger. The guards followed his lead.

      Leaves crunched and twigs snapped. The sounds grew closer while whoever had spoken made their way out of the woods and toward the road. Two small and slender fae emerged. Not enemies. Not soldiers.

      “Adva and Aedon,” Lady Sonia said, advancing toward them with a smile. “Thank the sun, the moon, and the stars you two are alive. I thought you both had perished long ago.”

      “We have not, my lady,” the young girl said.

      “We are alive and well,” the young boy added, “living in peace in the forest.”

      Lady Sonia offered a quick introduction. “Rook, Lady Gabriela, Manny, these are brother and sister Adva and Aedon. They are, or were, longtime servants to House Strong. They have not been seen since Princess Celyse and Lord Julio left Faevenly for the human realm so many years ago.” She smiled at them. “I am most pleased to see them well.”

      The pair bowed low. “Thank you, Lady Sonia. We are pleased to see you as well,” they said together.

      Rook surveyed them for a moment before asking, “Is the forest safe?”

      “Yes, Lord Rook,” Adva answered. “It is safe here.”

      “Good,” Rook nodded.

      Rook directed his attention to the skies. The bright day was growing dark as the sun made its descent and the faint view of a full moon was making its appearance. He frowned, looking displeased with having to stop earlier than he wanted.

      “We will camp here tonight,” he grumbled. Then he called out, “Move the carriages into position for the night!”

      A burst of activity unleashed as he returned back to the front of the caravan. I should’ve kept track of our carriage, but I couldn’t. I was too busy staring at the doe-eyed, brown haired fae siblings.

      They knew my mom and dad. And they might have answers.

      Before I could ask them anything, the bustle of making camp for the night pulled me away. A team tended to the horses. Another team set up campfires inside the tree line in an open area perfect for setting up for the night. My team, which included Maid Gidna, Uncle Manny, Lady Sonia, and the two small fae, set about arranging an area for sleeping and another area for cooking.

      By the time everyone finished their tasks, the sun had long gone and a multitude of brilliant stars scattered across the velvety dark blue sky alongside the brightest moon I’d ever seen. Lady Sonia ushered me and Manny to a roaring fire, where Rook and two guards were standing. Thick logs circled the flames like benches.

      Uncle Manny and I sat on one log, and Lady Sonia sat on another. Rook excused himself from the guards and sat across from us. I didn’t notice a large sack near Rook’s log until he lifted it up. He rifled through it and brought out a small brown packet tied with string.

      “Bread,” he said, passing it around. “Everyone take one.”

      The sack made its way around. I took my bread out when it got to me. When it got to Uncle Manny, he held it for a while then said to Rook. “Can I trade this for a couple of hot dogs?”

      He laughed, and even though I didn’t want to laugh, I couldn’t help myself. Rook kept his serious expression, not looking at all amused.

      “Nevermind, Rook,” Uncle Manny said quickly. “This will do.”

      He smiled at me, as if we were at a normal cookout and not fleeing for our lives, then tapped his packet against mine.

      “Buen provecho, Gabriela.”

      “Buen provecho, Uncle Manny.”

      I untied the string, then unfolded the paper, exposing a thin piece of wheat bread with seeds and bits of fruit. I took a bite, and a delicious burst of spiciness filled my mouth along with crunchy nuts that tasted like walnuts and savory tartness that tasted like cranberries. The bread instantly reminded me of something my mother would have made, and a sharp pang of sadness descended on me. And just like that, she was gone all over again. My uncle must have sensed my thoughts because he moved in closer to me in that reassuring way of his.

      “It will be okay,” he said in a low voice.

      Even though I didn’t feel the same way, I nodded. “I know.”

      While everyone ate in silence, I kept a keen eye on everything around me. Three similar-sized fires roared nearby—one for the guards, or the guards who weren’t patrolling, and the other two for the ladies and servants of Strong Haven. Adva and Aedon were nowhere to be seen. I assumed they had gone back to wherever they lived.

      After a while, Lady Sonia broke the silence. “This bread is called fruit flats. It is often prepared for long journeys like ours and is most popular in Faevenly.” She held it up. “A small piece like this provides great sustenance.”

      Staring at the bread, I thought of all the things I didn’t know about the fae realm. Like this bread. I studied the crispiness, eyeing the bits of nuts and fruit. “I’ve never had it before,” I admitted. “Had never even heard of it until now.”

      “No?” Rook asked with a raised brow, taking interest in my comment.

      “No,” I answered. “There’s a lot I don’t know about this realm.”

      “Why is that?” he asked, taking a bite of his bread and leaning in. “You are a daughter of Strong Haven.”

      Now that was the question of the hour. “I was attacked by a group of fae when I was little, and my mom and dad decided it was safer to distance me away from Faevenly in order to protect me. That’s why I don’t know much.”

      Rook narrowed his stare a bit. “That explains many things.” He turned his attention to Lady Sonia. “Did you know of this attack on Queen Gabriela?”

      “Please, call me Gabriela,” I interjected, not wanting the burden of such a title placed on me. At least, not yet. And maybe, not ever.

      With a nod from Rook, and even Lady Sonia, she began answering his question. “Yes, I knew of the attack,” she answered. “As did Lord Leto. No others were told.”

      A sarcastic huff escaped my lips. “Especially not me. Not until recently.”

      The fire crackled, sending tiny bursts of fire floating into the air. I was watching the embers flying away when Rook asked, “What would you like to know, Princess?”

      My attention leapt from the fire to him. “What would I like to know?”

      “Yes,” he said with a slow nod. “You are the head of Strong Haven now, and the future queen of Faevenly. You should know everything about this realm and your fae ancestors.”

      Stunned, I swallowed the bread I’d been chewing with a large gulp and glanced at Lady Sonia and Uncle Manny.

      “Lord Rook is right,” Lady Sonia said. “You should know everything about your fae family and your land.”

      “It makes sense,” Uncle Manny said reluctantly, as if he wanted to shield me from painful truths but couldn’t anymore. “You should know who you are, mija.”

      “Is it bad?” I asked him, eyeing him before glancing at the others. ““I feel like everything about my fae side is… bad.”

      “Well,” Manny said with a shrug, “it’s fae.”

      Fae… The word was synonymous with beauty and mystery. But I was beginning to understand how fae were also cunning and dangerous.

      “Do you know much about my fae side, Uncle Manny?” I asked.

      He rubbed his face. “I know the stuff your dad, your mom, and I went through when we were here all those years ago. Though I’m sure there’s a lot more I don’t know about.”

      My hunger vanished, replaced by a knot in my gut. I had wanted to know about my mom and her fae family, but life and obligations had gotten in the way. Now, with my future and all of Faevenly at risk, I needed to know everything I could.

      “Okay,” I said, folding up what was left of my bread and setting it aside. “What do I want to know?” I cleared my throat as I shuffled my thoughts around in my head. “How about everything?”

      “Everything,” Rook repeated. He raised a brow at Lady Sonia. “I think you are the best one to tackle that request.”

      Lady Sonia smoothed out the skirt of her dress, then put away her bread like I had. She angled her body toward me.

      “I have been a palace healer to Strong Haven for centuries. I served High King Rowan Strong and High Queen Anise Strong, and before them, High King Rowan’s begetters, High King Finial and High Queen Astria.”

      “Rowan and Anise,” I said. “Those were my mom’s parents. Or… her begetters. So, my grandparents.”

      “Yes and no. High King Rowan and High Queen Anise are the begetters of your mother’s sister, Lady Malena. But they are not the begetters of your mother. Or, to be more precise, not both of them.”

      I blinked, her words floating around in my head a few minutes before I asked, “Huh? I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Lady Gabriela,” she said slowly and clearly. “Your mother, Lady Celyse, was born unto High King Rowan and a young lady from the human realm.”

      Her words lingered in the air for a few seconds, like a bad memory or a terrifying dream, before shocking me straight through to my core. I sucked in my breath and held it so tight my chest hurt. “My mom had a human mother? She was… half human?” I turned to my uncle. “Did you know?”

      “I did, mija. Your mom and dad never wanted to tell you about your grandmother because she was”—his voice trailed off and his throat bobbed from a hard swallow—“executed after your mom was born.”

      The word echoed in my head and my gut tightened, as if I’d been sucker punched. Executed? Before I could make any sort of response, Uncle Manny held up his hand to stop me so he could go on.

      “Let me finish the whole story.” He wiped his hands on his pants. “High Queen Anise had a child, your mother’s sister Malena, the same day a human woman had your mother. The High Queen wanted to execute both the human woman and your mother, but the High King would not let her. So your mother was spared and they let everyone believe the High Queen had birthed twins.”

      My mind struggled to make sense of it.“But fae can’t lie.”

      “Fae do not have to lie,” Lady Sonia explained. “A twist on words can alter the meaning of an entire sentence. Or, in this case, an omission of words. The young lady who carried your mother was hidden away. When your mother was born, and after the young lady was dealt with, the palace presented your mom and Malena together as heirs to the throne. Two healthy princesses. Since Celyse and Malena were indeed sired by the king, it was a true statement, albeit an incomplete statement. The presentation was believed by all.”

      My mouth had fallen open and I closed it with a soft swallow. “Did my mother know?”

      “She found out because I told her,” Rook said, with a somewhat softer tone than his usual deep and gruff one. “It was necessary for her to know of her parentage so that she could find out the truth of what the High King and High Queen were doing.”

      “Truth? What do you mean?” I asked.

      “The High King and High Queen were stealing humans and using them as slaves to mine aquoise in the Sublands,” he gritted out with anger and pain. “I was on a mission to kill the High Queen to stop their heinous acts because she was responsible. She and Draven, that is. The High King was merely her controlled puppet. Your mother joined my cause when she learned the truth. And your father helped her.”

      I felt frozen, rooted in place. Lost in a strange feeling of pure and utter betrayal, I had no idea what to say.

      Uncle Manny rubbed my arm. “I know it’s a lot, mija. I’m so sorry. But none of this changes anything about your mom and dad.”

      “How can you say that, Uncle Manny?” I pinched the bridge of my nose and stayed like that while everything sank in. “Everything I thought I knew about myself is a lie. My mother was half human and never told me. My Strong ancestors were monsters.” I pinched even harder, wanting to feel the pain. “No wonder everyone wants to kill the Strongs. We’re the bad guys. And liars.”

      Manny snapped. “¡Deja eso!”

      His words stung like a slap and left me speechless. He had never yelled at me before.

      “I will not allow you to talk about your mother and her name like that! Or your father! Understand?” He held me in a hard stare before softening his face a bit. “Your mother and father have done everything to protect you, Gabriela. Everything.” He looked away and I thought I saw his eyes water. “You will never know the sacrifices they made.”

      I shrank back, feeling so small and so ungrateful, realizing he was right. My mom and dad had always put me first. Now she was dead, and my dad was with her. I shouldn’t blame them for things that were out of their control. My mom had no hand in her parentage or her upbringing.

      Hot tears stung my eyes. “I’m sorry, Uncle Manny.”

      He hugged me and held on tight. “I am too, mija.”

      We held each other for a long while. When we parted, the mood around the fire stayed somber and no one spoke. It was as if no one wanted to dredge up any more painful memories. As if Uncle Manny and I didn’t need any more harsh truths being told. And maybe we didn’t. But Rook had one last thing to say.

      He rose to his feet and tossed a stick in the fire. “There are many evils in Faevenly. Many untruths. Many hidden agendas.” He swung his gaze on me. “But I tell you this with the utmost certainty. The Strongs are the lesser of the evils. And you have the ability to change everything.” Whether I was ready or not.

      An icy chill raced
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