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“SHUT YOUR MOUTH, PIPER!” Kira flicked a pencil across the table, bouncing it off Piper’s cheek.
Pinching the bridge of her nose, Jackie exhaled a sigh. “Girls, I clock out in five minutes. Keep it together!”
Slowly, Piper set down the chalk-coated eraser she’d been about to slap her sister with. Both girls scowled furiously.
“Better. Kira, read the pages. Piper, finish that essay.”
Homeschooling hadn’t been Jackie’s plan at the beginning. As a new mom, she’d watched her babies in awe-filled wonder as they grew from infant to toddler. At the same time, she and her husband had watched the steady stream of school shootings pass through the news circuit. When the day came to herd her little twin five-year-olds onto a bus, her anxiety had screamed. It had clawed at the inside of her skull.
She’d ordered a kindergarten curriculum that same day.
Kira reopened her book with a growl. “I will never need to know about the Spanish American War.”
“You’ll never win trivia night with that attitude!” Jackie quipped back in a sing-song tune.
A low trill hummed in her ear, and Jackie pulled her mind back on task. Adjusting her headset, she chirped out a cheerful hello and had the same basic conversation she had all day, every day. When not playing referee to a set of nine-year-olds, she worked as a remote telephone receptionist for several companies around the state.
Piper’s pencil scratched noisily against her paper. Occasionally, she let out a dramatic huff. Academics were something to be endured for that girl.
How had they become nine so fast? It didn’t make any sense. One minute Jackie was barely out of her teens saying I Do and the next she was thirty-two. In the meantime, she’d accumulated three remote jobs, two safe children, and one very messy house.
A small ping on her smart watch elicited a relieved sigh from Jackie’s lips. With a few deft keystrokes, she logged out of her work tabs. Stepping off her walking pad, she peeled off her headset—plugging it in to charge for the night.
Piper dropped her pencil. “Mom, can I be done too? Please? Please, please, please?”
Kira rolled her eyes and turned the page.
“Fine, but you’re finishing that first thing in the morning.” Jackie strutted into the kitchen, stretching her arms over her head. “Come on, let’s do Home Ec.”
Piper dashed past her, digging an apron out of the towel drawer. “What are we cooking?”
For the next ten minutes, Jackie cubed vegetables while Piper browned chicken and mixed dumpling dough. Kira wandered in once her reading was done, slipped her tie-dyed apron over her head, and began on the sauce.
Without a word, Jackie started some music. Cheerful rhythms danced through the air while mother and daughters danced through their cooking. 
After another ten minutes, there was a casserole lovingly filled with chicken and dumplings being slid into the oven by Piper, while Jackie finished the last of the dishes. 
By the time Alec's work van backed into the driveway, the house smelled divine, and all three girls were happily enjoying their free time. Kira flipped through her library books, Piper doodled on a tablet, and Jackie doom scrolled.
The door swung open, letting in a gust of cool autumn air. As usual, Alec was covered in a fine layer of sawdust with larger wood chips stuck to his short black hair and bootlaces. Carpentry agreed with him; so much so that even though he was bone tired, a smile sat on his lips.
“Hey Dad, check this out!” Piper said, hopping to her feet. Taking the tablet, Alec admired her sketch, pointing out his favorite elements as he took them in. With each remark, her blue eyes sparkled, and she stood a little straighter.
Before he’d finished speaking, Kira was at his elbow. “We went to the library today, and I found this book about folktales! It’s full of all these stories I’ve never heard of before.” She dropped the book on the tablet; Piper scoffed in annoyance.
“Girls, at least give him time to take off his boots!” 
And so, the evening rolled along. Over dinner they each talked about their day, sisters oscillating between camaraderie and barbed comebacks, parents trying to listen to everyone at once.
Jackie was tired. It wasn’t just the fact that she walked at her desk all day, or that she was referee, teacher, mother, and homemaker all at once. It was the fact that she never got to be, well, Jackie. Whoever that was had faded away years ago and been replaced with job titles instead. And worst of all, she hadn’t even noticed.
Just after dawn the next morning, she rubbed her eyes and sat up in bed. Jackie could feel the frizzy tickle of her chestnut hair around her neck. It had been another night of tossing and turning. With a slight shuffle, she moved through her morning routine. 
Eventually, the girls emerged from their room, yawning and disheveled. Jackie was already logging into her various work accounts while two bowls of blueberry oatmeal steamed on the table. Her hair was up in its usual ponytail, her face was clean, and she wore black joggers and a slouchy tee. 
“Go time,” she muttered to herself. 
With a toe, she turned the walking pad on, setting it to a comfortable amble.
Hardly thinking, she answered phone calls and bounced between companies, scheduling appointments and answering questions. Piper and Kira ate while mumbling through cheerful but sleepy conversation. Alec was already long gone. 
By midday the girls had finished their schoolwork and were combing through the backyard for entertainment. The two acres were split down the middle by a dry creek bed that would soon swell with about a foot of water. Sparse trees dotted the mostly flat land just enough for the girls to call it their “woods”.
Jackie stood over the kitchen sink, washing grapes and listening to an audiobook. It was a thrilling adventure with betrayal and mystery. Out the window, she saw Kira sitting on a rock by the creek bed, open book in hand, chatting away, while Piper used a stick to etch a design into the sandy dirt. She couldn’t help but smile. These were the childhood memories she hoped they held onto as they grew.
With a small sigh, she plopped the grapes onto two plates next to turkey sandwiches. On the back porch, there was a kids’ table where she set the plates down before reaching up and ringing the shrill steel bell that hung from the eaves. 
Hearing the lunch bell, Piper and Kira abandoned their game and sprinted through the trees, kicking up dust. 
Piper was shorter than Kira by an inch or two and had dark brown hair, verging on black, flying wild behind her as she ran. Her brow was slightly lowered, and the corner of her mouth was pinched as she raced closer, muscled legs pushing to their limits.
Kira was several shades paler than her sister due to extended time spent reading in the shade. Her fair hair was cropped to a tidy bob and was the color of amber honey in the sun. Her willowy frame leapt over downed limbs and skipped from stone to stone, a small pile of books clutched to her chest.
“I win,” Piper declared, slapping her hand on the table.
“Hmm?” Kira hummed. “Oh, great job, Pip!”
Jackie wandered back into the house, eating her lunch while folding laundry. Her chapter ended so she slipped her ear buds out and enjoyed the muted babble of the girls’ conversation.
“We will never get the King’s attention with dirt sketches,” Piper said seriously.
Kira flipped through the pages of her book. “Maybe we can try a rock statue?”
They were up to their usual antics it would seem.
Thoughts of planning a vacation that probably wouldn’t happen floated through Jackie’s mind. Making plans helped her feel settled. One day she’d be able to walk onto a plane and go somewhere she’d never been, hear languages that had never touched her ears, and remind herself that she was allowed adventures, too.
One day.
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By the time Alec walked through the door, Jackie’s eyes burned from exhaustion. Plastic bags littered the dining table. It was a takeout night. A cold—half-soggy—cheeseburger from a local brewery sat inside a brown box, nestled among slightly droopy fries, that had long lost their crispness. 
“We ate already, but there’s one left,” Kira said.
Alec dropped into the chair, dirt and dust drifting to the floor around him. He’d had to work late again. “Looks delicious.”
Somehow, he truly meant it. Nearly a third of the burger disappeared in one bite, quickly followed by eight fries at once.
Piper wobbled by the wall, upside down in a headstand. Her face flushing from pink to red as she continued to hold the pose. “Oh, Kira, we forgot the bait!” 
She crumpled forward to the ground and bounced up to her feet.
Kira shot into the kitchen and grabbed a mandarin orange from the fridge. “Food from the sun,” she muttered.
“Food from the Earth,” Piper answered, snatching a fry from her dad’s box.
Both girls scurried out the door.
“What are they on about?” Alec asked, amusement sparkling his hazel eyes.
Jackie chuckled. “From what I can piece together, it’s a Pixie trap.”
There was nothing quite like the magical imagination of children.
That evening, after the kids were in bed, Jackie snuggled into Alec’s arms on the couch. He kissed her gently on the temple, relishing her warm presence. They stayed up watching a baking show until Jackie began snoring softly. Still, it was her favorite part of the entire day.
The girls raced through their lessons the next morning without a single squabble, dashing out the door the moment Jackie approved their last worksheets. 
It took thirty minutes for Jackie to realize the girls hadn’t come to eat when she rang the bell. Their plates sat untouched. Jackie hollered out the back door. 
Begrudgingly, Kira and Piper plodded to their table, whispering furiously. Their hands were even more filthy than usual. Piper began eating while Kira sat… Whittling? She held a black piece of wood and carefully pulled a knife along its length, curling off ebony shavings.
That’s where the missing paring knife had gone. And which tree out there was black?
Jackie’s brows pulled together. “What are you girls up to out there?” 
Both girls glanced at each other. “Just making a fort,” Piper stated, expression unnaturally still.
“Hmm. Is anything broken?”
“Nope.” Kira smiled, popping a cold chicken nugget in her mouth.
On her wrist, Jackie’s watch began chiming—lunch was over. 
“Tomorrow I’ll come check it out,” she said, sliding her headset back into place.
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The next morning, Jackie woke up from the cold instead of her alarm. Dragging a robe out of her drawer, she grumbled through the house, searching for the source of the breeze.
She sighed wearily. “Why do they never shut the back door?” she asked the darkness.
Sliding the door shut, she began making some coffee. At least she’d get a little time to herself this morning.
Before long she was flipping pancakes and making eggs. She may as well with the extra time, right? Glancing out the window, she watched the trees bend and sway in the wind. 
Weird. It was supposed to be clear today.
With a shrug, she sprinkled blueberries onto the stack of pancakes on her plate and turned on an audiobook.
Full of breakfast and coffee, she logged into her accounts; the girls were a little late getting up this morning. 
Time ticked on. Jackie walked at her desk. Irritation grew into concern after an hour. Were they sick? She really shouldn’t leave her desk; the queue of callers was long this morning. They were probably just coming down with a cold.
Their breakfast sat abandoned on the table.
She worked through the calls in a rush, watching another hour pass. It was ten. This was unheard of, especially for Piper. A hot knot began to clench Jackie’s stomach.
With a few keystrokes, the calls were paused. Headset still on, walking pad still running, she strode down the hall to the twins’ room. Anxiety slithered up her spine.
Hand on the knob, the thought that they may be sick re-emerged. As gently as possible, she inched the door open. Their blankets were in heaped messes, as usual. But they looked hollow, deflated.
Cold, freezing dread seized every nerve in her body, clutching her heart in an icy web and squeezing. 
Panic.
Every worst case scenario flooded her mind.
Desperately, Jackie lurched for their beds and ripped the blankets off. They were truly empty.
“PIPER! Kira!” Jackie screeched, sprinting from the room.
Sweat trickled all throughout her hair, down her back, between her fingers. Every door was flung wide. 
Bathroom.
Storage closet.
Garage.
Jackie’s own bedroom.
All empty.
“GIRLS! ANSWER ME!” 
Jackie spun in circles in the living room, phone in hand.
The backyard. Maybe they slipped out.
Barefoot, slipping on the dew-slick grass, Jackie dashed into the trees. 
The girls were nowhere in sight.
A rough sob ripped from Jackie’s chest. Tears streamed down her pale cheeks.
“Kira!”she shrieked. “PIPER!”
She gazed at the fence line in every direction. The only movement was the trees whipping in the wind and the leaves whirling along the ground.
Then she saw Kira’s library book. It was propped against the rock where they usually played. After a few steps, she saw that same piece of jet-black wood that almost resembled a knife.
Was that blood?
Jackie was so focused on the book and bloody blade that she nearly kicked a pile of rocks.
Then she looked down. 
A large Circle had been carved deeply into the dirt around the knife, probably four feet across. At Jackie’s feet was a carefully stacked pyramid of perfectly smooth river stones. On the opposite side was a stick that had broad maple leaves skewered from end to end. It looked like an eight-inch leaf kebab. To the left was placed an orange that was swarmed with ants and beginning to brown. On the right was a lone french fry. 
All around the inside edge, the Circle was trimmed with a woven twisting pattern, etched into the ground. In the very center, the ground was clear except for the knife, several drops of dark crimson blood, and two sets of scorched black footprints.
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Seconds slid by in a hazy blur. They were Piper and Kira’s footprints, without a doubt. It looked like their feet had branded the ground. Black char left nothing but soot.
Jackie stared at the tiny toe prints, heartbeat thumping in her ears. Either the wind had stopped or she couldn’t feel it anymore. The glossy blood drew her gaze and her lungs forgot how to draw in air.
She dropped to her knees, small rocks stabbing her through the thin fabric of her leggings. Her eyes lost focus as she struggled to draw a breath. Rasping gasps escaped her lips.
On the verge of losing consciousness, her breath caught, shifting to a body-wracking sob. Tears dropped from her chin. Her nose was snotty. Closer to the ground, she saw that the designs were charred as well, as if a fire had run through the small groove they’d drawn.
They’d drawn this.
Jackie’s eyes snapped to the book, weathered pages fluttering invitingly. She crawled the few feet to the book, blew her nose on the hem of her lavender hoodie, and snatched it up.
Faeries and How to Find Them.
The cover was unassuming, a matte black with shimmering pearlescent lettering. The inside was anything but ordinary. Page after page of handwritten entries, detailed sketches, and instructions for various purposes.
The word spells floated through her mind, but Jackie couldn’t bear to think it.
Crammed into the margins were countless notes in various handwritings.
This worked for me, Faeries blessed my garden. Don’t do this one—it killed my hamster. Didn’t work. I’ve lost my hearing. Eye color changed.
Page after page of well-worn, annotated pages. 
Jackie froze. Kira’s handwriting wiggled down the side of one margin. 
Diagram worked, told we needed grounding points.
Told? Fear jolted through her veins.
Scanning the page, she saw a diagram of the Circle in the dirt. A spell of communication.
Farther down she saw more of Kira’s writing.
Path of the water, food from the sun, path of the wind, food from the Earth. 
Underneath in sloppier writing.
Not strong enough. We need blood.
The book slipped from her hands. This can’t be happening. And yet the girls were gone and a Faerie Circle was in the backyard. The headset beeped, tearing Jackie out of her thoughts.
Jackie ripped the headset off and lobbed it into the brush. 
“Shut up, I can’t think!” she screamed, hands clutching her head.
It didn’t make sense. This wasn’t possible. But perhaps it was.
Stepping into the Circle, careful to avoid their small footprints and smattering of blood, Jackie picked up the wooden knife. It felt like ice in her hands. The edge was rough, crooked, and shining with her daughters’ blood.
Jackie’s eyes fluttered closed. She pressed her lips together, exhaling sharply through her nose. Some of the notes from the book drifted through her thoughts. 
Lost my hearing. Killed my hamster.
Kira and Piper needed her.
Clenching her teeth, Jackie’s eyes opened. Before she could change her mind, she slashed across her left palm. 
Slashed was a generous word. The dull blade shredded a ragged line across her tender skin. She flinched, dropping the black wood.
Did my girls do this?
Crimson welled along the gash. The moment the first drop hit the soil, her blood boiled. Searing heat ran through every vein, large and small. With each drop, the burn increased. Then she felt a tugging through her feet. It was as though someone had reached inside of her, knotted their fingers around her arteries, and dragged her down.
Pain ripped up Jackie’s throat, and she realized she was screaming. Under her feet, the earth began to crackle and smoke. Then heat bloomed over her skin as flames licked up from the grass all the way to her scalp.
The pull on her blood won, and she felt herself drop like an anvil in a glacial lake. She heard steam hiss and felt minuscule bubbles race up her cheeks as darkness surrounded her.
Slowly, the cold quenched the fire inside her, and Jackie began to shiver violently. Her feet hit something damp and spongy. Legs giving out, she crumpled to the ground.
Eyes closed, she lay on the ground, panting and trembling. A shrill whine filled her ears while her nose was overwhelmed by the scent of loamy soil and heavy forest musk.
It had worked. What was that spell for again? What had she just done? 
The pain slowly receded enough for the pulsing ache in her palm to reemerge. Fear and dread kept Jackie curled on the ground. Then she remembered.
Kira and Piper.
Jackie snapped her eyes open. Under her was dense emerald moss with small white flowers interspersed. A few feet ahead was a shallow pool of burbling water. To her absolute shock, her skin and clothes appeared unharmed, although she smelled faintly of smoke.
Every muscle in her body ached. Gazing around the clearing, Jackie gaped at trees taller than she’d ever seen. The tops disappearing above the broad leafy canopy. The forest floor was shaded with occasional shafts of warm light dappling the upper branches.
“Hello?” she said, eyes darting for any signs of her girls. Her voice was swallowed up by the heavy foliage. When nothing bad happened, she tried again, a little louder. “Kira? Piper?” 
The only sound was the trickle of water and an unfamiliar birdsong. In any other circumstance, it would be a dream haven. Serene and comforting.
Carefully, Jackie rose to her feet and paced the small clearing. The girls probably dropped in here too, right?
Drip, drip, drip.
Her blood was still flowing from the ugly cut. A sickening red stream ran down her middle finger and fell to the flowers below.
Jackie grimaced, clenching her hand into a fist. With a hiss, she popped her hand open again. That had only made it worse, the movement prying her ragged flesh farther apart.
Glancing towards the pool of water, she chewed the inside of her cheek. Names of bacteria and parasites flashed through her memory, followed by the possibility of unknown dangers.
She didn’t have time to waste. Who knew how long ago the girls came through. Jackie marched to the pool and lowered to her knees.
“Oh, that’s a terrible idea,” a small voice whispered.
Jackie nearly fell into the pool. Scrabbling backwards, she asked, “Who said that?”
“I’m up here.” A flash of light caught her eye. Reclining lazily in one of the lower branches was a squirrel-sized winged woman.
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Jackie let out a small gasp of surprise, stumbling backward. “You’re a Faerie!”
The small woman laughed delicately, batting her multicolored wings. They filtered light like stained glass windows. “Stars, no! I would rather fade away. I’m a Pixie.” She shifted into a sitting position, bare brown legs kicking idly over the side of the branch.
“Sorry.” Jackie’s eyebrows pinched together. “Um. Well. What’s your name?”
“I’m Chantia. Who are you?” Chantia slid forward, wings flapping like a butterfly. 
She wore a form-fitting leather bodice and knee-length breeches. Slightly pointed capped sleeves led up to a leather turtleneck choker. Polished green stones adorned her necklace and buttons.
Jackie’s shrewd gaze took in the twin short swords running down the side of each leg. The small blades couldn’t be more than two inches long.
“I’m Jackie,” she replied. Suspicion and wonder warred inside her. “Have you seen two little girls this morning? One blonde one brunette?”
“Kira and Piper?”
Her heart drummed in her chest. “Yes! You’ve seen them? Where did they go? Are they okay?”
“I have no idea.” Chantia fluttered down to the edge of the pool, dropping her bare feet into the water.
Frustration nearly wrung tears from her eyes. “But you know their names!”
“You literally just shouted them,” the Pixie quipped, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth.
Now, Jackie’s tears began to fall. Her face crumpled. “Right, I did.” Her throat was tight; she swallowed down a lump that threatened to erupt as a sob.
Something like sympathy crinkled the corner of the small Fae’s eyes.
“I did see the King earlier.” Her nose wrinkled. “His guards were carrying two noisy wriggling sacks.”
Jackie choked on her own spit. She coughed. “They were in sacks? Which way did they go?”
“They’re at the castle now, to be sure.” The Pixie scooped up a small handful of water and slurped it delicately. She eyed Jackie with deep understanding sparkling in her teal eyes.
“You said you had no idea where they were!” Jackie shouted, arms flapping around her. Small drops of blood sprinkled her face.
“You really need to stop that bleeding,” the Pixie said. With a quick flick of her chin, she indicated Jackie’s hand.
As if she wasn’t aware.
Jackie let out a heaving groan, between a sigh and a growl. “It’s not deep. Where is the castle?”
“You don’t have time for the castle—that cut won’t clot.”
Her eyes darted down to her palm. Blood dribbled in a steady stream. Now that she considered it, there really was more coming out than she would like. “What do you mean?”
“You used an ebony blade. The magic feeds off your blood and stops you clotting. You’ll bleed out in a few hours.” Chantia smiled, rocking back to kick a spray of water into the air. 
Small rainbows dance as Chantia flapped her delicate wings. She bobbed into the air, drifting towards Jackie’s palm. 
The silence stretched to an uncomfortable length. “What? What are you looking at?”
“Oh, I just love the way the skin is ripped. It’s beautiful, like a tear of lightning, or a vein of amethyst! Could I have some blood before you die? It’s more potent when collected from a live animal.”
“Ack!” Jackie swatted at Chantia who dodged with a graceful barrel roll. “Get out of here!” 
The pool of water was an arm’s length away and Jackie began reaching out with her injured hand. At least she could wash it. Chantia flitted down, grabbed her forearm in a bear hug, and twisted her joints painfully. With a yelp, Jackie plopped backwards onto the soft moss.
“I told you not to do that! Do you want him knowing you’re here?” the Pixie hissed, stalking over the moss by foot. The coiled auburn hair on her head bounced slightly with each frustrated stomp.
“Him who?” Jackie glowered at Chantia. “Are you going to actually help me or just keep talking in circles?” 
“Of course, I’m going to talk in circles. I’m a Pixie!” She began marching around the clearing, picking the white flowers from the moss. “You need to ask better questions and learn how to listen, or you’ll never survive!”
The now familiar chill of dread pulsed from her toes to her head. This Pixie was right; her brain wasn’t in this. But she also felt a touch dizzy. “Alright, how do I stop the bleeding, how will the water tell someone I’m here, who will know, and which way to the King? Oh, and in your opinion, will the noisy sacks that most likely hold my daughters still be at the castle?” She raised her eyebrows in a silent challenge.
“Better.” With her small, tawny hands, she brandished the flowers over her head. “Chew these and pack the wound.”
Jackie hesitated. Chantia remained silent but began to tap her fingers against the small blooms.
“Thank you,” she muttered.
Before she could think herself out of it, Jackie popped the flowers in her mouth. While she chewed—her mouth filling with the taste of elderflowers and persimmons—she circled her hand in the air, prompting the Pixie to continue.
“The King is a Water Sprite. With all that royal magic, every pool and creek may as well be the palm of his hand. Since you’re here to steal his new toys, it’s best you don’t announce yourself just yet.”
Jackie’s stomach dropped out of her body when Chantia said the word toys. Words failed her, so she simply nodded. A new bead of sweat trickled down the groove of her spine. 
“Pack it.” The Fae pointed sharply at her palm, then crossed her arms. 
Jackie carefully smeared the viscous mash into her wound. “Can I borrow a sword?”
Chantia pursed her lips and scowled.
“Please?”
 Incredulous, the Pixie unsheathed her blade and offered it.
For a moment, Jackie stared down at her lavender hoodie, trying to sort out where she wanted to cut. In the end, the hem sliced off easily–even if it was awkward to pinch the handle between two fingers. She tied it around her palm. No blood leaked so the flowers must have done the trick.
A few wingbeats pushed a caress of wind across the skin of her hand before Chantia jerked the blade out of her grip. The Fae perched on Jackie’s shoulder, lay down, and draped her wings over either side. “The castle is that way,” she said, pointing. “Just follow the chill.”
Jackie faced the trees, eyes lit with focus. “Chantia, why are you helping me?”
“Because I hate the King more than you do.”
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After only a few minutes, Jackie began to have several regrets. She regretted not putting on shoes that morning. She regretted not noticing the girls were missing sooner. She regretted not calling Alec.
Those three thoughts bobbed in her mind, vying for her undivided attention. Her foot came down on another sharp root. She hissed sharply.
What would Alec do? He’d come home to a dark house, every door open, and no family. It would be too dark for him to find the Faerie Circle in the yard, or to see her headset discarded nearby. 
He’d probably call the police. She’d be a missing person. Would he think she left him with the girls?
The girls. Her little nine-year-olds were somewhere in this world, trapped. What could a King possibly want nine-year-old girls for?
Her stomach roiled, and she nearly heaved into a nearby bush.
Then she slipped on a smooth stone, stumbled forward, and slammed her heel down on a sharp rock. Shoes, she really missed shoes.
All the while, Chantia slept on her shoulder. The top of her head was pressed against Jackie’s neck, and her knees bent with the curve of her shoulder, bare feet dangling. The snores were even and deep. And right next to her ear.
It was nearly impossible to keep time. The whole forest held an ambient glow, and the shadows shifted with the breeze as much as with the sun. Everything seemed too alive, as if the small flowers would sprout, grow, and bloom before your eyes if you sat and watched for an afternoon. 
When Jackie stopped to rest, she noticed that any trace of her passing was filled in or regrown before she’d finished catching her breath. The only way she truly knew she was headed the right way was the steady drop in temperature.
The trees and bushes slowly lost their spring vivacity. The air began to smell of sweet fallen leaves and apples. A light rain misted, growing to an even drizzle over time.
Chantia dropped into Jackie’s hood, sheltering from the rain. The body heat from the Pixie seeped through to her back.
Jackie’s green eyes darted from side to side. Body trembling, she wrapped her arms tightly across her chest. Now that they were wet, her leggings and hoodie were doing little good. Her ponytail slapped limply against her neck like a dead snake.
To her right, she spied a downed tree branch. The massive limb was at least eight feet across, completely covered in moss, and crowned with plum-colored ferns. She carefully made her way over and peered under the log. There was an earth wall at the back, gnarled with roots, making the space a sort of lean-to cave.
Her eyelids drooped and Jackie sighed. Muscles stiff and aching, she began to crawl. Dirt caked every surface of her sodden clothes. Chantia, finally, uncurled her wings and peered around when she was jostled against the rough bark ceiling.
“Oh, nice!” She grinned. Chantia slid down Jackie’s arm to the damp soil. “Don’t freak out.” The Pixie sat on the ground, palms on her knees, and started to burn. Flames licked around her body, slithered through her hair, and sparked over her head. The air in the burrow grew warmer, steam rising from the soil. The Pixie snapped her eyes up to meet Jackie’s wary squint before her skin began to glow white hot. She stood, looking as if she was made of molten steel.
Chantia danced. She twirled and giggled. Sparks hopped between her fingers. With every motion, a small pulse of heat rippled off her. The walls and ceiling began to steam. Jackie marveled at her now-dry clothes before brushing off the clods of dirt.
With a final wild flourish, the Pixie froze. Whispers of flame sprayed out like sea mist off crashing waves. Her color returned to normal, except for her hair, which continued to spark and glow faintly. 
At a loss for words, Jackie clapped. “That was beautiful,” she whispered, breathless. “You’re a Fire Pixie?”
A smile tugged at the corners of Jackie’s mouth. Being warm and dry had an incredibly positive effect on her mood.
“I am. Just because we are passing through the mists doesn’t mean we have to be miserable.” She scurried around the room, working the now dry leaves into a pile large enough for her to lounge on. Once she was comfortably settled, she resembled a small cat on a cushion.
“What other kinds of Sprites are there?” Jackie asked, working her own pile of leaves into a pillow. The walls and floor radiated heat as if they’d been in the beating midsummer sun for hours.
“Oh, it’s mostly nature stuff. Water, ice, wind, fire, plants,” she said. Rolling onto her back, she stretched her small feet skyward. 
“What about like, telekinesis, or mind control?” Jackie stretched out on her side.
Chantia snorted, in a ladylike way, her slightly humped nose wrinkling. “We aren’t X-Men.”
Jackie scowled. “You know about X-Men?”
Her wings twitched. “Naturally.”
There was nothing natural about any of this. 
“Right.” She paused. “But…”
“You’d better sleep while you can. The castle isn’t far.” The Fae curled her wings around herself and went still. 
Jackie watched her for a few minutes. She didn’t breathe like someone sleeping. But the message was clear: butt out.
She dragged her hands down her face. So much had changed in one day. Her silky bamboo leggings were stained, torn, and itchy from stray twigs splintered into the fabric. Her oversized hoodie was slowly unraveling from where she’d cut off the strip for her bandage.
Right, there was a cut on her hand. With a huff, she shifted onto her back and began untying the knot. Under the filthy fabric, her wound was pink and healing. It looked days old instead of hours. Hopefully, those flowers kept infection away.
The flowers Chantia had given her. Again, her gaze was drawn to the winged woman. If everything she’d said was true, Chantia had saved Jackie twice in one afternoon. Three times if she counted not freezing to death.
The question she couldn’t shake was why?
Hastily, she retied the knot before inspecting her feet. They were scratched, bruised, and blistered. Her heartbeat pulsed along her soles. The muscles in her feet weren’t used to balancing over uneven ground.
Those problems felt small when Jackie realized she didn’t have any food. Her stomach was beginning to cramp in protest. A tremor shook her hands. 
There was nothing to be done about the hunger, but she could have a drink. Careful not to get her clothes wet again, Jackie cupped her hands and held them outside the burrow. The rain fell steadily, puddling in her palms. After several aching minutes, she relished two heavenly swallows.
Immediately, she put her hands back out, arms trembling from holding the unnatural pose. After two more swallows, she reclined back onto her leaf pillow.
This was as good as it was gonna get.



Chapter 6
￼[image: pasted-movie.png]
 
Dawn broke with a tenuous pause in the rain. Piled on a broad leaf sat a pyramid of orange berries. They looked like blackberries except they were as long as her fingers.
Chantia stood just outside, smiling at the sky, eyes closed. “They’re safe for Humans,” she sang, fluttering upwards with arms outstretched.
Jackie bit into the berry, juice running down her chin. She shoved the second half in before swallowing the first bite. It tasted of mint, cucumber, and oranges and was deliciously sweet. 
“Chantia, you are an angel,” Jackie mumbled, mouth full. She dragged the back of her hand across her mouth. 
“Not at all.” She cocked her head to the side, watching the berries disappear in rapid succession. “Better?”
“Much!” Jackie clambered to her feet and slouched out of their hole. Chantia’s heat had lingered more than she’d realized. Once in the fresh air, the crisp breeze bit at her exposed skin. “Why is the castle somewhere so cold?”
“When your magic is water, winter is when power falls from the sky.” Her eyes hardened, staring through the trees.
The reality of where she was going slammed into Jackie. Until now she’d been propelled by a magnetic need to find her girls. Just wanting to see them, hold them, feel their chests rise and fall. But there was an obstacle she hadn’t given nearly enough thought about.
A King. A Fae King.
“So is he like you, but water? What makes him a Sprite?” she asked. Icy mud pricked at her feet.
Chantia rocked her head back and laughed. Her glinting wings stretched wide and lifted her to Jackie’s eye level. 
“He’s nothing like me! He’s large, like you. But how I can control fire, create it, he is of water. If he were dropped in a desert, he’d shrivel up and mist away. That’s another reason why he lives in the middle of these damp woods.” She scowled at the dripping branches.
A large drop of water fell from a branch, splattering the Pixie’s wings. “Ahh, no!” she shrieked. 
Her wet wings faltered as she began dipping haphazardly through the air. With a soggy thump, she crash landed onto Jackie’s shoulder
“Are you alright?” Jackie asked, trying to turn her head without bumping into Chantia’s back.
Water peppered the side of her face. Chantia shook her wings impossibly fast before plopping to a seat and curling her knees to her chest.
“I’m fine,” she grumbled.
“Well…” Jackie hesitated. “That explains why I carried you yesterday,” she teased.
A tiny elbow jammed into Jackie’s neck, but Jackie swore she saw the apples of the Fae’s cheeks rise in a smothered smile.
She jerked her head to the side, a small chuckle escaping her lips. “Ow! I’m sorry, okay?”
“You’re forgiven,” Chantia preened.
Chantia curled her wings around herself. It was like having a stained-glass egg the size of a pigeon perched by her ear. 
Jackie walked, in silence. The ground was frozen in places making it even more dangerous for her feet. As it was, after an hour of trudging, her toes were bright red and going numb.
“Can you, like, keep me warm the way you made the cave stay warm?”
“I’ve never had someone ask me to boil their blood before.”
Jackie stopped abruptly. “What about make my clothes warm?”
“It doesn’t work like that. I heated it up like a big oven. Stones or metal store the heat really well. If I did it for your clothes, it would be like when they’re fresh out of the dryer. You’d be warm for two minutes, and I’d be depleted.” 
Jackie nodded. That tracked. She didn’t think she was at frostbite levels—yet—but it was getting colder by the hour.
“Moving keeps you warm,” Chantia chimed, patting Jackie’s shoulder.
“Easy for you to say! You’re a Fire Pixie hanging out in a tent. Do you think I can’t feel how warm it is under those wings?”
A musical giggle escaped the Pixie. “You’re welcome!”
Jackie’s throat rumbled out a low sigh as her eyes rose heavenward. She was in no mood for this kind of sass.
An hour later, her breath puffed into white clouds. The rain had started back up but was falling as half frozen slush. All around the foliage had changed. Gone were
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