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    To my mother,
who encouraged me to believe 
every little girl was 
a princess.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Dancing round the Faerie Ring;
Magic makes our hearts sing.
Wildflowers in our hair;
Colored dresses for us to wear.
When you have a silver ring;
Perhaps a prince will become your king.
Until that day, we have each other;
And all the magic from your mother.
The secret is part me; part you.
If you join your hand with mine,
The power we wield 
 Will be combined."
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Chapter 1: Her Whispered Words
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Caz and Faith began the dance pattern at the head of the aisle made by the other dancers. Clapping hands matched the music’s beat. Faith danced out a sequence of steps, and Caz followed, mirroring the pattern. Each time it was her turn, she added more steps to her choreography. As they moved down the row, the more complicated she made the steps. Her skill delighted Caz. She was as good a dancer as Saffron was. 

Near the end, Faith grabbed Caz’s hand. He put his other hand on her waist, and they paralleled their moves to the very end, where he dramatically laid her back into a deep dip, making laughter bubble out of her. The pair went to the end of the line and took up clapping along with the crowd, as Aliah and Garrett went next, stumbling through the gauntlet, not a matching step between them.

Val rushed up to Faith, her cheeks flushed. “You were amazing! When did you learn the steps? Did Saffron teach you? Come on, you’ve got to show me.” 

Before Faith answered even one of the barrage of questions Val had posed, she was being pulled along by her friend to the front of the dance queue to wait their turn.

Two additional groups arrived for the moot. Robin went over to welcome them. The Aurora Borealis was in full swing, filling the horizon behind them with flashes of shimmering light and color. The newcomers were a mix of goblins, Fae, and humans. Spread out along the road, they were talking in clusters, introducing themselves to one another near the end of the dance corridor. 

The crowd let out a cheer. Robin turned to see Val and Faith facing off in the back and forth of dance patterns, moving down the peopled corridor. He explained to the new arrivals that everyone was just letting off a little steam and having some fun. The Northern Lights were acting as a stage background for the dancers.

A large man stepped out of the group to get a closer look. He focused on the lovely Fae girls twirling down the dance-way, colors of green, silver, and red casting shadows across their faces.

“It’s her!” the stranger exclaimed to himself. He pointed at Faith and Val, who’d almost reached the end of the dance line. “She’s the long-lost daughter of Lancer Goodfellow! Rumored dead all these years.” The stranger shook his head in disbelief as he talked to himself.

The noise level rose amidst the audience, clapping and congratulating the girls on their dance.

“What did you say?” Robin shouted, grabbing the man by the collar with both hands.

“It’s her! I’m sure of it. She was only a babe when I last saw her,” he told Robin. “But I was shown a vision of what she would look like as a grown woman long before we were told the babe had died. I’d know the Goblin Princess anywhere. She’s Lancer’s daughter alright.” His excited voice was loud, and a few people in the crowd caught his last words and whispered among themselves.

Finished with the dance, Val and Faith looked around to see who the stranger was pointing at. The audience fell silent.

Shaking his finger at the two of them, the man’s hood fell back, revealing his dirt-streaked face. Faith sucked in a sharp gasp of breath. The Northern Lights kicked up in a wild dance behind the girls’ silhouettes, and he made his declaration, still pointing, “She’s Valvina Ariana Goodfellow. She’s alive, and I’ve found her!” The two sister-friends stood stock-still, stunned. Holding one another’s hands, they stood staring into each other’s eyes. Both their mouths were opening and closing like fish, uncharacteristically speechless.

*** 
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VALERIE VICTORIA PUREHEART squeezed Faith’s hand, conveying her panic as they noticed the crowd staring at the two of them. Of one mind, the girls turned and ran in the opposite direction of the stranger. Black and opalescence wings snapped open. In seconds, they were airborne, headed for the shoreline, away from the crowd.

Cazzidy shouldered through the press, rose on the balls of his feet, about to follow. Before he could release his wings, Robin grabbed him by the shoulders, hissing in his ear, “Wait! Give them some time to sort it out among themselves. Besides, we promised not to reveal our wings until Faith gives her speech in two days, yeah?”

Caz’s whole body gathered as tight as a bowstring, but he lowered his heels back down to the ground and turned to look Robin in the eye, urgent words pushed out in a whispered rush, “How can you be so calm, mate? Someone just declared one of those two girls to be your sister! What’s what?” snarling at his friend.

“The keyword you said was ‘someone’. I had two of the lads take the stranger to my tent. I’d like your help in questioning the old man. Could be he’s touched in the head?” Robin spun his finger in a circle to show Caz that he meant the man might be crazy. “Let’s find out who he is, how he would have come by such knowledge, and just what makes him so sure he was actually seeing Valvina? Especially since we know she was just a newborn babe when she disappeared, yeah? The rest of the world was told she had died at birth. Are you with me, Cazzidy?” Caz gripped Robin’s upper arm and nodded.

Robin surveyed the crowd, pulled up his friendliest face, and put on his best routine. “Alright. Alright now. The show’s over. We’ve gotten the old man somewhere to rest a bit, take a meal, and see if we can figure out what’s going on in that addled brain of his, yeah?” People mumbled, shifted about. A few chuckled. Still, some kept their whispers among themselves in small groups.

Robin’s face lit up with a smile when he saw Zeeka wave at him. “Well now,” his voice loud to get the throng’s attention, “it seems we could use a little music to go with dinner. Mistress Zeeka has just signaled me she’s got her special venison stew ready to serve. Please everyone, let’s go on with our celebration. I’ll let you know what’s what, soon as I have more information.”

As if on cue, the lads started to fiddle and flute. That seemed to break the spell. A steady stream of people headed toward the cook’s pavilion. A few even danced again to the lively music.

Green shimmers filled the horizon, adding their own surrealistic feel to the situation on the walk toward Robin’s tent. When Caz and Robin were about a hundred yards away, Aliah and Garrett stepped into the lads’ pathway, bringing them to a halt.

“Aliah, Garrett,” Robin addressed them. “What’s what?” Caz rolled his shoulders and jutted his chin out.

“What’s what?” Aliah scoffed, “We’re going to be there when you ask that stranger questions, Robin. That was my sister...”

Garrett interrupted, his voice full of emotion, “And Faith!”

Aliah rolled her eyes at Garrett, continuing, “Val and Faith, yes, that old man pointed at the two of them, claiming one or the other is the missing daughter of Lancer Goodfellow. We will not be left out of your interrogation,” Aliah jutted her chin out at Caz and squared her shoulders.

Garrett pressed the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. He could feel a headache coming on. Seemed to be a recurring issue whenever the Aurora Borealis became active. Garrett gently wrapped an arm around Aliah, grounding himself, and coaxed, “Come on, Lia,” he whispered. “Robin and Caz aren’t trying to keep us in the dark. We can help listen to the details of the stranger’s story and see if anyone of us pick up something odd, yeah? He’s old, but he reminds me of someone. I just can’t put my finger on it.”

Robin pulled one shoulder forward, cocked his head toward the tent, showing they should follow. His long strides covered the ground quickly.

“Um, er,” Garrett stuttered. Aliah pinched him and he jumped, blurted out the question, “Just exactly who is Valvina Ariana Goodfellow, anyway?”

Robin had reached his tent, hand on the entry flap. He turned his hooded dark eyes to the Foxfire and replied, “My dead stepsister.” Pushing open the canvas, Robin ducked inside, Caz right on his heels.

A small table and two chairs sat in the center of the large tent. A lamp was lit, smoke visible, curling up and out of a small vent directly above; its flame casting shadows across the canvas walls. They had given the stranger water with which to wash. Though his clothes were dirty and tattered, the man’s clean face had a regal look to it. His escorts had brought a bowl of Zeeka’s stew, crusty bread, and a mug of Bedwer’s beer. Zeeka had hauled four barrels of that beer with her when she’d left the clan to travel to the moot. 

“Greetings, good sir,” Robin started. Pointing, he said, “This is my friend Cazzidy Beaumont Touchstone. The lass here is Aliah Bethany Pureheart.” Aliah smiled shyly. “Our other friend is Garrett Emmon Gladheart. We’ve got some questions we’d like to ask while you finish your meal, yeah?” Robin turned to the two lads who had guided the stranger to the tent and said, “Thanks for making our guest feel at home, lads. You two should be off to be sure you don’t miss out on Zeeka’s stew,” the Goodfellow smiled. They wasted no time exiting the tent.

Aliah noticed the stranger wore fingerless gloves as he ran his hand through his thick, white hair. He kept his eyes on Robin and took a generous swig of beer, wiping the foam off his upper lip with the back of his hand. “A pleasure to meet all your friends, lad, but I don’t believe you introduced yourself.” Those gray eyes held Robin. Caz stepped forward, but Robin blocked him, holding out his arm. “My name is Robin Wilum Goodfellow. Your name, sir?”

The flame in the lamp flickered, and Garrett sat down, put his head to his knees, casting a shadow of a fox on the canvas, but remained a man before their eyes. Aliah kneeled next to him, rubbed the back of his neck and shoulders. “The northern lights bother him,” she murmured to no one in particular.

“Well now,” the stranger settled back in his chair. “Robin Goodfellow, is it? You’ve got the look of Lancer. I knew your father, son. Long time since we’ve seen one another, but we knew each other well.” Opening a leather pouch he pulled from his waist, the old man took out a pipe and packed the bowl with tobacco, struck a match. He drew on the tip three or four times, the smoke curling upwards, his gray eyes never leaving Robin’s.

“Your name, sir?” Robin repeated. “You’ve made a bold statement calling out a lass who is a friend of ours as Valvina Ariana Goodfellow. It’s well known that she died at birth. I’d like to know who’s making such a wild claim and why?” His question ended with a soft growl.

“The lass is more than your friend, Robin. She’s your half-sister. Though there’s not much of it left, I’d bet my life on it.” The stranger winked at Robin.

No longer able to hold himself back, Caz stepped forward. “I’d say you’ve already made that wager, manno.” Caz ground out his words. “Enough of this! Tell us who you are!”

A miserable Garrett lifted his head, the ache across his forehead visible, eyes seeing double. “I remember now. He’s Faith’s long-lost father, Lennox Jakson Stargazer. He looks much older now, but I saw a portrait Faith drew of him, an exact likeness except that he’s aged. The impression stuck with me because it enthralled me when I found out the man was the King of the Northern Fae. Faith was able to create the sketch based on a verbal description given by...um...one of her cousins. You know how an imprint like that sticks with you. It’s him all right.”

The stranger stood, gave a curt bow from the waist, and said, “Lennox Stargazer at your service.” When Lennox came up from his bend, he brandished a knife, blade pointed directly under Robin’s chin. Everyone tensed. “Back off,” Lennox roared at Cazzidy. Caz put his hands up and backed up two spaces. He didn’t want to make a move that would get Robin hurt or killed.

Behind the stranger, Garrett suddenly shifted. Caz couldn’t believe it as he watched the bloody coward slink away in his fox form. Instead of working with him to take down the man threatening Robin, he crawled under the canvas to escape. 

“Let’s talk, son,” Lennox said to Robin. The old man cocked his head, indicating Robin should move over to the chair. He pushed the Goodfellow into the seat and swiftly took position behind him, moving the knife, putting light pressure on Robin’s jugular.

“First off, I’ve no quarrel with you, sir,” Robin offered. “Why the attack? All we’ve done so far was offer you food and drink, along with requests that you answer our questions?”

“So, you have,” Lennox agreed. “But my entire mission in getting here is based on information. Word is, your brother Rupert and your stepmother, Queen Morveena, are planning on capturing my daughter Faith and selling her to the Gugwe Emperor. I can only assume you’re in on their plan.”

The canvas entry flew open, and Faith came in like a storm cloud. Val and Garrett were right behind. “Your assumption couldn’t be further from the truth!” she hissed at her father. “Put that knife down! Please, Papa. I’m in no danger here. These are my friends,” she insisted. “Please. Papa?” she whispered to him and opened her arms, inviting his embrace. “Where have you been all these years? You’re alive and I’ve not had a single word from you! I couldn’t have meant very much to you, sent away to be raised as an orphan, identity buried, no knowledge that I had family or was a Fae, much less a worthless princess daughter.” 

Lennox Jakson Stargazer watched as his daughter’s eyes welled with tears, but none fell. He felt his throat close up, and he swallowed hard at the sight of the distraught girl, a grown woman now. He sheathed the knife and crossed to her, gathering her tightly in his arms. “Thank the stars you’re safe. Safe.” Tears leaked from the corners of his own eyes.

Caz went to Robin and asked. “Alright, mate?”

“Yeah. No harm done,” he answered. 

The two lads stared at Val. She felt a flush run up her neck to color her cheeks as she realized the man was Faith’s real father. She felt physically ill when it occurred to her he must have been pointing at her when he made his declaration. A wave of dizziness swept through her. Then Aliah was there, wrapping her arm around her sister’s waist, supporting her.

Caz looked at Garrett and said, “I owe you an apology, mate.”

“Yeah? What for?”

“I thought you were acting a coward slinking off earlier, but it turns out you knew just what we needed to diffuse the situation. Sorry, mate,” Caz said earnestly.

“I probably would’ve jumped to the same conclusion, Cazzidy.”

“I doubt it, Gladheart. But I won’t make that mistake again, yeah?” 

Garrett clapped Caz on the shoulder in response.

Faith took charge, surprising her father. She clapped her hands to get everyone’s attention. “Papa, much as I want and need to hear the story about where you’ve been all these years, I’m afraid we’re really short on time. I can hardly wait to hear the explanation of why you couldn’t have gotten word to me. Ever. Why was I never told my real identity, even by those you sent to watch over me? In fact, I understand you had people give their oaths not to tell me my heritage.” She squinted her eyes in anger at him. “So much has happened since you and my mother abandoned me; suddenly, it seems most of it occurred in the last several months.” Faith glanced around the faces of her friends and heaved a heavy sigh. “You’ve picked a fine time to show up out of the blue. We’re about to hold a big moot with goblins, Fae, humans, gargoyles, and anyone else that wants to help us. There’s a dangerous race of monsters called the Gugwe. They intend to make all of us their slaves.”

Faith’s father grunted, “I know the Gugwe well and their bad intentions.”

“The People’s Alliance needs a plan. We need to gather and train an army if we’re to have any chance at all to win a war for our lives, our freedom. Robin is with us on this, Papa. He’s already saved my life once. Some of his clan helped us escape when Morveena, Queen of the Goblins, held both of us prisoners recently.” Her eyes narrowed as she eyed him carefully to be sure he understood, then went on, “Morveena is pure evil, but Robin is as good as can be. Don’t you see, Papa?” she looked up to catch Robin’s eyes, but he’d moved across the tent, over by where Val stood, holding her hands, their foreheads touching. Faith felt her heart contract and freeze. Caz reached out and brushed her cheek with his knuckles, and she turned away, offering him a smile, a silent thanks for his support. 

“So,” Faith swallowed, finding her voice again, “please explain all that wild talk you were spewing when you arrived, pointing at Val and me? You were talking like a madman, saying you’d found Lancer’s daughter, Valvina Ariana Goodfellow. Please help us understand. Val,” she pointed at her friend, “has been part of my whole life. She and her sisters live at Uncle Robert’s hold. Val couldn’t possibly be Robin’s stepsister. We grew up together. She’s my best friend and...and she’s like a sister to me. Do you see how you’ve made a mistake?” 

Faith’s troubled face broke Lennox’s heart. He’d been away for so many years. Now that he was finally back, it seemed all he offered his daughter was heartache. Lennox pulled a chair over and sat down heavily with a sigh. “I’m sorry I didn’t handle this differently.” His gaze drifted over to Robin, who acknowledged the statement with a nod. “Lancer Goodfellow and I were the best of friends over many years. When Lancer’s first wife, Robin’s mother, Alora, died, Lancer grieved hard. Lost himself for a time. Had no interest in anything or anyone in his life, including his two sons.”

Robin kept his eyes on the ground, unable to meet the looks of sympathy from those present.

Lennox continued. “Morveena had accused the Fae court, Aleta and myself, of murdering her father, Munro Marcellus Montestrell, who served as the Goblin emissary to the Fae. She took her wild tale to Lancer and Alora. Lancer, always a clear thinker, came personally to the Fae court in order to investigate Morveena’s accusation. He found Montestrell’s body exactly where the girl said it would be. It was a frame-up; she had planted the evidence. Lancer reassured us he had counted us as friends for as long as he could remember. He believed we had nothing to do with the envoy’s death. The Goblin King decided he would return home to look into the ambassador’s daughter’s story and that we would talk again. We later learned that he arrived back at his castle only to find his wife, Alora, had died giving birth to Robin.”

Val leaned into Robin’s side and laid her head against his shoulder. 

“In no time at all, gossip raced through the grapevine that Lancer had become ill. The Goblin King fell into a deep depression. There were rumors that Montestrell’s daughter had moved into the Goblin palace and was caring for young Rupert and the babe Robin. No one explained how that arrangement came about. Months went by, and the next news we had was that Lancer had wed Morveena. It was only two years later that they were expecting a child. Aleta and I tried to visit, but they refused us any courtesy. On our last try, Morveena herself came to the gates and told us Lancer did not wish to see us, that murderers were not welcome at the Goblin palace. Aleta was more troubled by this than I. That’s when your mother told me she was pregnant and expecting our own child. Winter passed, and when the snows melted, spring was upon us. Lancer surprised me with an unannounced visit to my castle. He and Alora had long known of a secret entrance we had. Lancer had used it as he used to, to gain secret access to the Fae court. This time, Lancer had secreted away his newborn daughter, Morveena’s babe. Valvina Ariana Goodfellow.” 

Lennox’s regard moved to Val. “Lancer begged me to hide the child away, to be fostered by a loving, stable family. He couldn’t bear the idea of the lass growing up to be tainted by her mother. You must understand, Valvina, your father explained he noticed abusive behavior toward his boys. Goodfellow confessed he would tell Morveena that the child was stillborn. His plan was to lie to her and spin the story that he’d buried the baby’s body while the Queen was recovering from the difficult birth. When Lancer arrived at our castle, he’d conveyed his visions using a complicated mind-link. It was he who showed me what the babe Valvina would look like as a full-grown woman.” Lennox took a sip of the beer on the table, his throat dry. “A few months later, Aleta gave birth to Faith.” He nodded at his own daughter.

“Well, that’s convenient,” Aliah said. “Lancer’s been missing for years, and you just happen to be the only one shown a vision of what Valvina would look like today.” She tsked, feeling his story incredible, king or not.

“You can kind of see her point, Papa,” Faith said in Aliah’s defense.

“Of course,” Lennox agreed. “But there’s one thing I haven’t told you yet,” he suggested.

“Tell us then,” Aliah scoffed.

“The babe, Valvina, was marked at birth.”

Both Robin and Caz stiffened. Val watched the group warily. Aliah had turned two shades paler and looked green around the gills.

“Marked how?” Val ventured.

“A tiny star-shaped mark under her left breast,” Lennox revealed.

Aliah put herself between Val and King Lennox. “Val’s my sister. I’ve taken care of her since she was a baby.”

Garrett spoke up. “Um...er...I,” he stumbled over his words.

“For heaven’s sake, Garrett! Say what you’re trying to get out,” Aliah stamped her foot in frustration.

Garrett looked around the room, unsure of himself, but pushed the words out because Aliah had insisted. “Well, I thought your parents adopted you and your Pureheart sisters right around the same time I was adopted.”

Aliah’s mouth fell open, as that was the last thing she expected him to say. 

Faith’s mouth fell open. Garrett knew he was adopted! 

Val looked at Faith. The two of them moved shoulder to shoulder and linked arms. “We both have the same birthmark,” Val announced. 

“Impossible!” Lennox gasped.

Aliah pulled both girls to the back of the tent. She grabbed Robin’s bedroll to use as a curtain to give the girls some privacy and demanded both girls show her Val’s declaration. Aliah held her hands high and dropped the makeshift screen, her face a pasty shade of pale, her hands shaking.

“Well?” Robin demanded. 

“They’re both marked, just as Val said,” Aliah admitted. “I knew Val had the mark. I practically raised her.”

“So, that means...?” Robin considered out loud.

“It means they fostered Valerie Pureheart with a good family, but she is really your step-sister, Valvina, son. I know my daughter. Faith is not your sister. I was there when she was born to my wife, Aleta. My wife took care of both babies for a few weeks. She was the one who came up with the plan to send both babies into foster homes. Aleta was convinced that if Morveena found out Lancer had secreted her babe away, our child would be in terrible danger. I didn’t know Faith had a similar mark, but I was directly involved in placing Valvina with the Pureheart family at the same time Faith came to live as an orphan with Reatha and Robert.” He offered the words softly, with no cruelty intended.

Val and Faith hugged, at a loss for words. Val turned, dashing to Robin, and stood, her hands clasped in front of her, eyes full of questions. “Wait!” Faith called out. Val turned to her sister-friend, cocked her head to one side. “I just remembered something. When I talked to my mother through a scrying pool, she told me to tell Robin that he would find his sister when he saw the Aurora Borealis. The Northern Lights are putting on a show tonight. She also told me Robin’s sister would know the words he seeks. Her whispered words, I think she said.” Faith held her breath.

Aliah bowed her head, defeated.

Val looked at Aliah with surprise, then back at Robin. “It’s just a song I know. Aliah used to sing it to me when I was little.” She hummed a bit, then sang softly.

You struggle with the memory, 

trying to recall;

the dream from your childhood, 

it didn’t seem real at all.

The room filled with light and shadow;

Your memory is full of holes.

Her golden hair hung in waves;

Her sapphire eyes held your gaze;

Her essence sweet, like a spring in May.

Her whispered words; 

a spell, hidden deep down in your soul; 

You’ll not recover what you lost, the part of you she stole.

Her slender fingers held at bay; a Trillium.

She gave the flower’s name to you

and in the name, she told it true;

the one who picks the flower anew,

will wake the magic left in you.

Wake Robin. Wake Robin. Wake Robin.

The years will pass; 

the time will come

and when the hour does strike; 

You’ll protect a maiden fair, 

she too has golden waves of hair.

When your task is done,

You’ll find you’ve lost your chance,

only to regret you didn’t dance the dance, 

to match your steps in life with her;

to hold her in your arms,

as she became impervious to your many charms.

Her whispered words; 

echo loud,

the Trillium’s leaves begin to wither,

you’ve missed your chance to be with her.

I tell you now, good fellow;

the flower will fade from white to yellow.

If you fail to act in time;

the death of love would be a crime.

Fate, as fickle as the wind that blows,

the enchantress, the only one who knows;

how you alone can break this curse.

A simple rhyme; an easy verse.

Wake Robin. Wake Robin. Wake Robin.

––––––––
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WHEN VAL FINISHED SINGING, Aliah stood, tear tracks dried on her cheeks. “Nursie used to sing that same song to me, too.” Faith told her. “I guess that settles it.” She turned and looked straight at Robin. “My mother said your sister would know ‘her whispered words’.” She reached out and took both Val’s hands in her own. “Val, you must be Robin’s sister.”

“I always just thought the song was a sad tale of a prince under a spell, but didn’t think it had anything to do with me,” Val confessed.

Robin took Val’s hand. It felt as if a weight had lifted off his shoulders. “That’s the spell I remember being put on me as a child. Word for word. I always called it the Trillium curse.” He shook his head, couldn’t believe his sister was here in front of him. “Val,” he said with emotion, pushed a tendril of hair from her eyes, and hooked it behind her ear. “Valvina,” he breathed out in a hoarse, rough voice, “My father... our father,” he corrected, “tasked me to find you, but never told me how or where to look. And now, here you are standing next to me.”

“Everybody out!” Val ordered, keeping her eyes locked on Robin’s. “My brother and I have a lot to talk about.”
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Chapter 2: Nothing is ever as it Seems
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Faith wasted no time moving toward the door. She gripped Lennox’s right hand in her left as she pulled him along. Caz stood nearby. Faith stopped, her eyes locked with his, her expression pleading, and he gave her the barest nod. She reached out with her free hand, welcoming Caz’s warm grasp. The Beaumont led Faith and her father out the doorway, heading toward the beach where he’d found her earlier that evening. Not a word passed between any of them as they made their way around the perimeter of the camp to avoid running into anyone.

*** 
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ALIAH STOOD, SHOULDERS drooping, hands and arms hanging limply at her sides. Her face had a defeated look, but she held her tears at bay. Garrett stood behind her, not sure what to do for either the girl next to him or one of his best friends a few feet away.

Val was staring at Robin, searching his face. She didn’t move, but her voice carried her command: “I said get out, Aliah. I need some privacy with Robin. Please help her, Garrett, if she isn’t able to leave on her own. Aliah, I promise I’ll find you later. Just leave us. Don’t make me beg this of you.” Her voice broke, and Aliah turned on her heel, hurrying from the tent, Garrett right behind her.

Finally. 

Alone. 

Val made a slow, deliberate circuit around Robin. “So,” she breathed.

“So,” he quipped back to her. “You must be boiling over with questions. I know I am.” He craned his neck around to track her movement.

“Ask,” she directed him.

“The Purehearts adopted you and your sisters?”

“Yes, fifteen years ago. Aliah said I was just a babe.”

Robin blinked several times.

“I guess that makes me about the right age, yeah?” Val put her hands behind her to hide their shaking and leaned against the central tent beam. “Tell me what you know,” her words coming out in a whisper.

Robin ran his fingers through his dreadlocks. “Lennox had the right of the backstory. Of course, Morveena twisted some things over the years. In fact, I’ve had a recurring dream since I was a wee lad. In the dream, I was with my father when he supposedly buried Morveena’s stillborn child. A story he invented in order to spirit you away, and one that would stop your mother from moving heaven and earth to find you. A couple of years later, my father confessed his secret to me: that he’d hidden you away as a babe. He insisted I promise to find you and, when I did, to protect you. What Lancer failed to tell me was where I could find you. Oh, he said he planned to give me more details later, but later never came, and then he disappeared. I think he was trying to find out where you had been fostered out. Lennox Stargazer’s story puts some of the puzzle pieces together on why he didn’t disclose where you were raised. The only information of any value Lancer provided was about the birthmark. He insisted my sister hadn’t died at birth. That a spell of forgetting was put on the two of us for our safety. According to Lennox, Faith’s mother, Queen of the Northern Fae, blocked our memories. Lancer acknowledged sneaking you away from Morveena shortly after the delivery and sought help in fostering you out to another family to keep you safe. I would have been all of two years old when we went to the Fae castle and turned you over to Queen Aleta and King Lennox. Desperation drove our father to keep you from Morveena’s cruel hands.”

“Want to see it? Confirm I really have the birthmark?” She quirked her mouth at him as a flush ran up his neck and brushed both cheeks.

“What?” he squealed. “Don’t you dare!” He pointed at her as she put her hands on the buttons of her vest in jest, as though she was going to pull her shirt over her head. Laughter bubbled out of her. Robin took two steps back.

Val shoved him playfully on the shoulder. “Don’t be ridiculous! I will not introduce you to the girls, silly.”

His forehead crinkled. “The girls?”

Amusement lit up her face. “You know.”

He shook his head and squinted his eyes in question.

Valvina cupped her hands under her breasts, raised her eyebrows at him and repeated, “The girls.”

Robin rolled his eyes at her.

“I think you were tempted to kiss me last night,” she asserted.

“I was not, and you know it. You know how I feel...” he shook his head. “Thank the Aurora that didn’t happen!” He smiled back at her, realizing she was baiting him.

“We look alike, you know.”

“You think?”

“Yeah.” She dug around in the leather pouch at her waist, held up a round shape, “Come here and see.”

Robin walked over and sat in the chair, and Val moved behind him. She blew on the round and buffed it against her shirt sleeve, then held it out in front of both of them, her head over his shoulder, their cheeks touching. With her free hand, she gathered her hair and pulled it behind her neck, just like Robin’s was bound. Their two faces reflected back at them. 

There was no denying it. 

After that, neither could unsee the resemblance. It was uncanny, really, Val thought. Their skin and hair coloring were nearly the same. The only exception was where the bridge of his nose was pressed flatter. Other than that, their eyes matched, chins and cheekbones as well.

“I’m not sure how to get used to the idea that I’m not really me,” she sighed. “At least you can still call me Val. It’s just that it’s short for Valvina instead of Valerie. I feel all mixed up inside. Weird. Also, I’ve never had a brother.”

“I’ve never had a sister.”

“Somehow, I always knew I didn’t match my sisters. I didn’t have any features in common with any of them. The three of them all share similar characteristics.” Her voice drifted off as she wondered how this would change things with the only family she had ever known. Wondered how she could cope with being two different people.

Robin cut in on her thoughts. “Actually, you have two brothers.”

“Ugh, Rupert,” she whispered, goosebumps breaking out on her arms. “Faith had nothing good to say about him while the two of you were prisoners of Morveena.” She bit down on the ham of her thumb. “Oh, gods! That horrible woman is my mother!” Anguish twisted that last word, and Val/Valvina wrapped her arms around herself.

Robin moved behind her and enfolded her in his arms protectively. “But you are not your mother,” he whispered in her ear. “You also had a good man for your real father. Actually, you remind me of him, now that I think about it.” He turned her by the shoulders to face him and released her, put a finger under her chin and raised her eyes to meet his. “You were lucky to be raised by loving adoptive parents. You shared a wonderful childhood with three older sisters watching over you. If Morveena raised you, well, let’s just say you wouldn’t have so many happy childhood memories, yeah?” She nodded, and he felt her taut muscles relax a bit. 

“We’ll have to make a plan. Morveena was told you died at birth. Rupert won’t take well to finding out he has a sister, let alone a child that is Morveena’s daughter.

She cocked her head. “Why would Rupert care?”

“Because it makes you an heir to the throne. A throne she currently controls as Queen Regent. You’re a princess, Valvina. The Goblin princess. Rupert has craved the throne for himself for as long as I can remember. Our brother is not well-liked among the clans. He’ll see you as a threat to that dream. Plus, he won’t trust Morveena to give him the carrot she’s been dangling in front of him all this time. Not if she finds out her only child is alive. She’ll want her own blood to inherit the throne, yeah?” Robin raised his left eyebrow, questioning if she understood what he was trying to convey to her. “Then again, you never know. Morveena herself might just see you as a threat to her own power. After all, you’re also the daughter of Lancer Ian Goodfellow. Our father claimed you would somehow save our people.” His face was grim with worry.

“What about you, Robin? Don’t you see me as competition, being an heir to the Goblin throne?”

“I’ve never, ever wanted to sit on the throne. I’d be happy to put it in your hands, yeah? Rupert will make as bad a ruler as Morveena, just in different ways.”

“Well, brother,” Val steepled her fingers at her chin, “I think you may be right. Best to act with caution before we know what dangerous reactions this news could stir up, yeah? We should keep my birthright a secret until we have a plan on how to handle this situation. Besides,” she shrugged, “rumor has it the lads and the clan have been discussing following you as their leader, Robin. I want you to know I support you if you decide that’s the best thing for the people. Who knows how things will be turned upside down? We have to deal with the Gugwe problem first. Since we found out about the link between the Goblin people and the Fae lineage, maybe all the old traditions won’t matter. They certainly are meaningless if we’re all forced to become slaves of the Gugwe. I think we need to see how everything plays out before we worry about who succeeds Lancer on the throne. You have had no confirmation that Lancer is even dead! We’ve promised to back Faith up, and nothing has changed that vow for me at this point. The princess of them all, remember?”

Robin’s face split into a wide grin, proud of how she had set her priorities. “I think we should get to the others who were witnesses to Lennox’s untimely announcement. Let’s instruct them that for now, you,” he tapped the tip of her nose with his forefinger, “are to be their best-kept secret. I can work out a cover story with Faith’s father. Be prepared, because Caz will pledge himself to you as our Goblin princess. Do you think you’ll have any trouble convincing your sister, um...Aliah, or your good friends Faith and Garrett to keep this revelation under the table?”

“They’d do anything to protect me,” she told him with confidence in a soft voice. Suddenly, she realized how much she’d lost. All her sisters, her mam, and da. Her whole life as she’d known it. She was sure it would be some time before she realized what she’d gained. “I’ll meet you back here in an hour, after I’ve talked to everyone and asked them to keep our secret,” Valvina squeezed his hand. “I still have lots of questions, mind.” 

With a time-sensitive mission at hand, she rushed out of the tent and ran for a clearing where she could open her wings safely. No one could learn about this yet. Everyone knew her as a fairy. People expected the Fae to have wings and use them. No one except her closest circle of friends now knew the actual truth: she was actually a goblin. So, by flying right now, she wasn’t stealing Faith’s thunder about the huge misconception that goblins weren’t supposed to have wings. Right now, she was still considered a fairy. Two days, she thought. In just two days, Faith would tell the truth and send everything sliding sideways. It was for the best. People needed to know the truth. She heaved a heavy sigh. Nothing is ever as it seems.

Just as she reached the clearing, a ray of sun shone down on a trillium. The bloom was long gone, but the leaves were still on the plant. Val cautiously looked around, stooped, quick as a red squirrel, and pinched the stem off and whispered Robin’s name.

Nothing happened.

So, she surmised, the song ‘Her Whispered Words’, were the key to breaking the spell that had been on Robin. Even as she regretted the loss of being able to summon him at the pluck of a trillium, she looked forward to telling him the good news.

Val bounced three times on the balls of her feet. She took a few running steps as her wings snapped out, straining against her shoulder blades, working hard to lift her. A wind current came up and gave her just enough boost to gain the height she wanted, eyes scanning the ground below as she searched for her best friend.

*** 
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SURPRISE WROTE ITSELF across Val’s face when she spotted Faith, only to discover Robin had beaten her there. He was walking down the beach with Faith’s father, their heads together in serious conversation. She dropped slowly to the ground and retracted her wings, making a mental note to ask Robin about his ability to move with preternatural speed without the use of wings. An irrational fear twisted her stomach into a knot. Would her sister-friend reject her now that she knew she was a goblin? No, she told herself firmly. Faith said, ‘One for all and all for one,’ and she meant it. It couldn’t matter, could it? Technically, goblins and the Fae are related. That was the big secret. Val swallowed hard, hoping Faith believed what she said was true.

Caz tapped Faith’s shoulder and whispered. Faith’s eyes snapped back to find Val standing ten feet away. The two girls met in the middle of the distance between them. Val gripped her thighs to keep her hands from shaking. Now that they were face to face, she didn’t know what to say.

Faith opened her arms, and Val tumbled into the embrace, returning one of her own. “Are you okay?” Faith whispered. “I mean, really, okay?”

Tears sprang to Val’s eyes, and she wiped them away in irritation. “Yes. I am. A little confused. Maybe unsure of myself. I’m not confident about dealing with being two different people. At least you can still call me Val, despite the formal name change and all; my short name still works. I think I’m reacting fairly normally, don’t you?”

“Val,” Faith cupped her cheek, “I’d be a basket case. But you...you’re so strong. Are you disappointed Robin has turned out to be your brother, rather than...um...I mean...” her words trailed off. She could think of no way to finish the questions and no way to retract the words.

“Rather than a boyfriend, you mean?” Val asked with a smirk on her lips. Faith nodded. “That was never going to go anywhere.”

“But you spent so much time together...oh, hell’s bells,” Faith admonished herself. “I don’t mean to sound jealous. It’s just that I missed you, and I admit I was envious of all the time you spent with him...instead of me.” Her own eyes were brimming with tears, but she didn’t dash them away.

Val let out a relieved laugh. “I’ve missed you, too. I was green-eyed over all the time you were spending with your cousins. It seemed like your old family wasn’t important anymore. I was lonely. Don’t get me wrong, I’m happy that you found you had other family, but you know... Besides, pretty much most of the time I spent with Robin, I was answering his questions about you. You were his favorite topic of discussion.”

Faith’s eyes opened wide. “Really?”

Val nodded. “I’m sorry.”

“Sorry for what?

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you all this before. Obviously, I knew he was attracted to you. Thought maybe you were interested in him too. I said nothing because all I could imagine was even more of what little free time you have would have been spent with Robin, besides the time spent with your newly discovered family and well... Selfishly, I was already missing you, so, I kept up the ruse. I didn’t want to lose any more time with you.” Val’s eyes swept down to the ground, ashamed. “I hope you can forgive me.”

“Let’s make a promise to each other that we won’t let anyone—brothers, sisters, friends, family, or anything—come between us again. Promise we’ll talk about it if either of us feels lost or left out. You’ll always be my best friend and sister.”

“Does that include talking about big things, like our secret?”

“Especially that! And things like being the Princess of the Goblins and the Princess of the Northern Fae. I need you, your strength, your support. Most of all, your love. All those things from you help keep me grounded.” They squeezed each other’s hands.

Val took a step closer, pressed her lips to Faith’s ear and said conspiratorially, “Robin is asking your father to keep my secret. He thinks if Morveena and Rupert find out; I would be in danger.”

Faith shivered at the mention of those names and the memories that came with them. “I agree with his thought process. The few of us who know will protect your secret with our lives until you are ready to reveal it.” Faith promised Val fiercely.

“Thank you. I knew I could count on you. I’ve got to find Aliah and Garrett and impress the importance of secrecy.” Her eyes caught on Cazzidy. “You’ll tell Caz as well?” Faith nodded. “Seems I see the two of you together everywhere these days,” Val said casually.

“Yeah,” Faith confessed, “Caz is the kind of friend who is steady, solid, and dependable. He’s really been looking out for me.”

“That’s good. You need all the friends at your back you can get, right?” Val’s eyes moved back and forth between the two. When Caz caught her staring, she looked away. Time would tell, but she kept that thought to herself.

“It looks like Robin and your father have finished talking. Have you actually had a heart to heart with Lennox yet?”

“Not yet. I think that’s next. I can’t help feeling angry about how long he’s been gone. How he couldn’t be bothered all those years with sending some kind of word to me or to Reatha and Robert, so they could tell me about my heritage?”

“Caz can come back with Robin and me. That will give you some privacy with your father,” Val offered.

“Actually, I asked Caz to come with.” 

Val raised her eyebrows in surprise. 

“I’d ask you to stay with me to talk to my father, but you need to have several serious conversations yourself. Caz’s support will give me some backbone.”

“Yeah, I get it. Promise you’ll find me later?” Val prompted.

“I promise. I’m sure I’ll need a good ‘Val lecture’ and your advice after this discussion.”

The two friends exchanged smiles. Val turned, bounced on the balls of her feet three times, and took off with the snap of her wings.

*** 
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ALIAH WAS PACING BACK and forth in front of the campfire outside the tent she shared with Faith and Val. Garrett fed two more logs into the flames.

“Stop worrying,” he told her. “Val will come to find you as soon as she’s talked with Robin and gets her head around things.” He stood and gently took hold of Aliah’s shoulders. “There’s nothing to worry about. She’ll always think of you, Carlisse, and Delainey, as her sisters. I’m sure of it. She loves you. Nothing can erase that.”

“I only hope she’ll forgive me,” Aliah groaned in anguish.

“Forgive you for what?” Val said as she slowly glided down by the campfire.

Panic raced across Aliah’s features, and Garrett stepped in front of her to give her a moment to compose herself. He took three long strides and wrapped Val in his arms. “Nothing’s changed between us. I hope you know that,” he assured her and rested his chin on the top of her head. “Are you okay?” Garrett held her away just enough so he could look into her eyes. 

“I’m fine. Really. I...” she swallowed. “I’m trying to get a grip on what this all means. But thank you. Knowing I have your continued support and friendship helps.”

He could see in her eyes that her words were heartfelt. The tension left his body. Val sidestepped him. Garrett knew it was best not to get between any of the Pureheart sisters if they were going to argue, but he wanted to stay for both of them. Still, he asked, “Do you want me to go? Give you two some space?”

“No!” Val and Aliah responded in concert. The two sisters circled the campfire, eyeing one another.

“Um, er...I’ll just be over by that oak tree while you talk.” Neither girl objected, so he moved off twelve feet and sat down, leaning against the solid trunk. He took out his pocketknife and retrieved a small piece of wood he’d been working on and bent his mind to shaping it, ignoring the strain between the two sisters. Now and then, he would steal sidelong glances at the two of them, keeping his hands busy with whittling.

“What would I need to forgive you for, Aliah?” Valvina asked again. “Did you borrow any of my clothes without asking? Did you break something of mine or lose one of my earrings?” Val asked with a touch of anger lacing her question. “Well?”

Val moved faster around the circle they’d been dancing in and found herself face to face with her oldest sister. “Funny, Aliah,” she said sadly. “For a seer, you sure didn’t foresee this coming, yeah?”

Aliah was backing away from Val now, shaking her head, tears making tracks down her cheeks. “I love you, Val, always have and always will.”

“I love you too, Aliah, but you haven’t always loved me, have you? You didn’t have any insight into this big secret because you already knew! Admit it! You’ve always known. Isn’t that right?” Val shouted.

Garrett looked up, confused by Val’s accusation. He could see Aliah wringing her hands together, tears streaking her face. He didn’t know what to think. “Val,” he hissed.

“Stay out of this, Garrett,” she warned, shaking her finger at him while keeping her eyes focused on Aliah.

“Time to fess up, sis,” Val came to a stop in front of Aliah, crossing her arms in challenge. “Admit it, Aliah. No vision came to you about my real heritage, my true parentage, because you’ve always known the secret. All the pieces of the puzzle started coming together for me when Faith and I stripped to show you the birthmark. You showed no surprise at all to see the mark on me, but it shocked you to see an identical one on Faith.” Her voice was passionate with emotion. “You’ve known ever since I came to live with the Purehearts. Oh, part of the story was the truth. Johnson found you three of you abandoned in the woods. But I didn’t arrive at the same time as you, Carlisse and Delainey, did I? I didn’t come until after they’d already adopted you three. Isn’t that so, Aliah?” Val’s voice broke then. “If you ever had any genuine love for me, please, I beg you, tell me the true story. Tell me what you know,” Val dropped to her knees in front of Aliah. “Please tell me true,” Val whispered.

Aliah wiped her tears with the back of her hand and used the edge of her tunic to wipe her nose. She tentatively reached out her hand to Val, but dropped it when Val pulled back from her. Grabbing a lock of her own hair, Aliah began twisting it round and round, would let it fall, then repeated the action again and again as the words flowed.

“I never meant for you to find out this way, Val.” Aliah swallowed hard. Garrett’s face was a mask of horror. He wanted Val to be wrong, never believing Aliah would keep such information from someone she loved. His heart ached for Val.

“You were just a baby, not even a year old. MaeElla took you from my arms when I presented you. It was as if you were the most precious gift she’d ever received. You were the best child, hardly ever crying, interested in everything and everyone around you.”

“I don’t need you to rehash my happy childhood, sister. I want to know how I came to be there? Who brought me? How did you know about the birthmark? Quit stalling and give me the full truth!” Val demanded.

Aliah continued twisting her hair. “I just want you to understand how much you mean to all of us. How much we love you.”

Val narrowed her eyes, glared at Aliah, her lips pressed flat.

“Okay, okay. I’m getting to it,” Aliah bit her lower lip. “You arrived about a year after the three of us were taken in by the Purehearts. It was the same time Faith and the old nurse came to Robert and Reatha’s fortress. It was a quiet arrival. Secret. No fanfare or welcome feast. Robert made it clear he didn’t want any notoriety about the visit. Reatha had never had a baby. She was barren. Everyone said it thrilled Reatha to have a child of her own to care for. It didn’t turn out to be a visit at all. Faith and her nurse stayed. MaeElla sent me to the garden behind our house the afternoon after the nurse had arrived with her charge, to pull weeds. It was a cloudy day, but warm. I remember there being bees all over the goldenrod flowers. It smelled as if it were going to rain, but it didn’t. A long shadow fell across the patch of ground I was working on. When I looked up, I found that the old woman was standing there. I’d only
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