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When her destructive faery magic is unlocked, Deirdre fights for control of her power and for her life.

Seventeen-year-old orphan Deirdre moves to Neo-London, a city created after an attack by Unseelie faeries, and becomes caught in the tension between the city faeries and the human military. Deirdre develops uncontrollable magical abilities after having her fortune told—making her the target of Alan Callaghan, an extreme anti-faery general. His sons, Iain and James, cross paths with Deirdre and are pushed towards the opposite sides of the conflict between humans and Fae. Iain is a rookie soldier in the Iron Guard trying to atone for past mistakes and keep his family together. James is a fourteen-year-old aspiring scholar fascinated by faeries and eager to leave his life in the city behind.

As Alan conspires to control the city, Deirdre and James plot to leave, seeking answers about her magic and James’s disappeared mother. However, when Deirdre is framed for a treasonous crime, their quest for answers becomes a desperate quest for freedom.








CHAPTER ONE







KALLISTA CALLAGHAN HAD heard the rumors: there was a faery in the Neo-London Hospital. In all her years of working as a nurse, she had never had a faery patient before. If the whispers circulating the building were true, then Kallista had to act quickly.

Where are you, Marko? You’re late…

She tapped her foot impatiently and gazed out the wall of windows at the cityscape while she waited. A spring shower dotted the windows with rain, distorting the view of the city that had once been known as Portsmouth, built up into a grand metropolis that mirrored its current namesake in small ways. The lights of Neo-London winked in the darkness, and the city was quiet. The maternity ward was also absent the usual cries of pain, cries of joy, cries of relief. Tonight only one infant was delivered. Tonight there was only stunned silence.

Hearing footsteps, Kallista looked up to see Marko walk down the hallway to meet her, still in his hospital scrubs despite his shift having ended.

“I was about to go in without you,” Kallista informed him.

He placed his hand on her shoulder and squeezed. “Maybe you shouldn’t go in at all. Maybe you should go home to your husband and son, Kalli. Don’t get mixed up in this.”

“So what they’re saying is true.” Kallista rubbed her hands furiously on the front of her scrubs as sweat bloomed on her palms.

Marko nodded. “Supposedly, the mother threw half the staff against the wall when she went into labor—without even touching them. It was magic.”

“What business does a faery have at a maternity ward? They have their own healers, their own ways of doing things.”

“The father is human,” Marko answered. “You might’ve heard of both parents, actually. Aino and Oliver Windsor. They were just on the radio the other night, pushing for faery protection laws.”

Kallista’s eyes widened, and she nodded in understanding. This was not the first time she had heard of such a thing, a faery and a human marrying, but it was rare. She knew of the Windsor couple and of their outspoken criticism of the military system, only because her husband had been fighting against their proposals for years. Oliver’s relation to the king, his cousin, protected the couple’s objections.

“Do you really want to get involved?” Marko asked. “Chances are, we’ll have to smuggle the infant out of the city to get medical attention.”

“I told you before,” Kallista said. “I want to help.”

For several years, Marko had also been practicing medicine outside the hospital, offering his services to those who could not afford it. While he rarely brought up faeries around her, Kallista knew that his help often extended to them—even though human medicine could not help much in some cases. Still, Kallista wanted to be a part of that.

Marko smiled at her faintly. “You have a family. People who need you. People who would hate to see you in prison.”

She took his hand. “You have family too.”

“Not one that depends on me.” Marko gently pried her hand away; she pretended not to notice.

A few of Marko’s relatives still lived in Neo-London after the government policies forced most of the Roma and Travellers away. His mother and father and a few cousins remained.

He looked her in the eye. “Kallista, are you sure?”

“I will see the baby. Then I will decide if I will help or not.” But she already knew her answer.







AS KALLISTA INCHED into the room, she was first struck by how beautiful Aino was. She had seen faeries in the city before, but none quite as stunning. The only feeling Kallista could compare it to was when her family had taken a day-trip to a lake outside the city and a white roe deer had shot out of the forest right in front of them. The animal had stood stock-still and staring before bounding off with grace and power.

At the time, Kallista’s mother had said it was good luck to have such an encounter. Encountering a faery, however, usually meant the opposite.

Kallista’s gaze drifted to the incubator at the end of the hospital bed and the infant that was lying unnaturally still inside. The baby’s legs had stopped developing just above where the knees should have been. Even from the doorway, Kallista could hear the babe’s labored, slow breathing, its lungs filling with phlegm, and she knew the baby would not last the night.

Oliver looked almost as tired as his wife but leaped to his feet from where he sat diligently by his wife’s bedside. “Thank God,” he said. “We’ve been waiting for someone to—”

“No one is coming to help you,” Kallista said. There was a tremor in her voice, a tremor in her body; she clenched her hands into fists to stop them from shaking.

“I don’t understand,” Oliver said, his eyes darting toward his infant daughter. “Is there nothing the doctors can do for her?”

“Even if they could”—Marko entered the room behind Kallista—“it is not likely they would do a thing to save your little girl. This is not the first time they have let a child die. They believe she’s a changeling baby—a faery child swapped for a healthy baby.”

Shaking his head, Oliver protested, “She’s not a changeling; she’s half faery! Faeries wouldn’t even notice her…”

“Even if you’re right, the doctors will not help.”

Aino’s features were calm, set. When she spoke, her voice was musical in nature, demanding to be listened to. “My daughter needs a faery healer. You will take her to the Summer Court.” Her sharp, blue-eyed gaze fixed on Kallista.

The Summer Court? But that realm has been hidden for decades…

Marko began to gather the sleeping infant into his arms with great care. He wrapped her in a hospital blanket.

Oliver walked over and planted a lingering kiss on his daughter’s forehead. The infant took a shuddering breath.

“I will do my best,” Kallista said.

“Consider it done.” Marko nodded firmly.

Aino extended one pale arm toward the child and stroked her head of soft, dark hair, her hand beginning to shake.

She’ll turn blond eventually, Kallista thought absently, if she lives long enough. Both Oliver and Aino had golden hair.

“Goodbye, Alvey.” Aino pulled back her hand, clasping it tightly.

Marko grabbed Kallista’s arm and began steering her toward the door. As they exited the room, Oliver and Aino huddled together, grasping each other in quiet desperation, Aino’s eyes closed, her chin trembling. Kallista supposed that some rumors about the faeries held no weight: faeries could feel love and loss just like humans after all.




KALLISTA PULLED HER jacket tighter around her shivering, petite body and adjusted her red floral headscarf over her long, dark, wavy hair, pushing back the twin braids that framed her face. They spotted Marko’s car parked a block away. Once they were able to drive, their chances of being discovered by the Iron Wardens—the militarized police that dealt with faery and human relations in the city—lessened somewhat. Still, the enforced curfew was growing closer, and they were running out of time.

“How are we going to sneak her past the city limits?” Kallista asked. She knew that the military often searched vehicles for contraband, unregistered goods, and forbidden items used for performing magic.

“My contact has assured me that the infant won’t be seen or heard by anyone.”

Kallista huffed. “And how exactly is your contact assured of that? Is this assuredness out of arrogance or… something else?” She shuddered at her own implication that the babe would be protected from discovery by magic.

“Didn’t think it was any of my business to ask.” Marko shrugged.

Kallista glared at him.

“What did she mean by the Summer Court?” she asked after a moment of terse silence. “Hasn’t it been barred off from our world since the Cataclysm?”

Kallista had heard many tales of the Summer Court growing up—mostly of the beautiful Seelie queen, Titania, and Oberon, her powerful king. They and their only son, known by humans as the Summer Prince, ruled over their kingdom to the north. These childhood stories were always flowery and poetic, portraying the faeries as romping through the forests and singing and picking wildflowers when they weren’t creating mostly harmless mischief for humans.

However, Kallista knew now that there was a darker side to the tales. Although the Summer Court was comprised of mostly neutral beings, they were no friends to humanity, providing no help in the aftermath of the bombing of London, a little over twenty years ago. Instead, they barred their realm off with magic. The Summer Court had held only one objective for centuries: to win the war against the Winter Court, run by the Unseelie faeries, their even less friendly neighbors.

Marko did not answer her question about the Court, pointing silently to the street ahead where two members of the Iron Wardens were passing by. Kallista froze. The Wardens made rounds to ensure that no one in Neo-London, human or faery, broke curfew or any of the many rules they enforced. Kallista had been supportive of the idea when her husband had proposed it, but now it was more of a hindrance than a way to discourage magic use and the celebration of pagan or faery holidays.

After the Iron Wardens were out of sight, they began walking again. “We will go to the city limits, meet my contact, and make our trade.”

“Trade?” The word tasted sour in her mouth. That word didn’t belong with an infant.

“Well, more of an exchange.”

“Those words mean the same thing, Marko.”

Marko scratched at the back of his head, avoiding looking Kallista in the face. “Oddly enough, my contact came to me earlier this week, looking to hide a faery child within the city. He mentioned a curse—”

“We are not in the business of human trafficking!” Her stomach was like ice, though her chest felt aflame. “I will not send a human child to become a slave, one of their thralls.”

“Kallista—”

“You don’t know the stories I’ve heard about children being traded to faeries like they’re nothing. You cannot trust a faery, Marko. Ever.”

“You of all people should reserve judgment. Perhaps your husband’s prejudice has blinded you as well.”

Kallista was silent for a moment. She seethed as they neared the car, knowing he was right.

I won’t admit it though.

“My contact, Mr. Goodfellow, assures me that Alvey will be very well taken care of. Once she’s healed, she might be able to see her family again. Until then, we have the chance to do more good by helping out another family. They need a home for the faery child, and we have just the family lined up all ready.”

Kallista frowned. Assuming Oliver and Aino will be willing to take a child in right after losing their daughter.

Looking at Alvey again, Kallista stopped short of opening the car door. “I am stealing a gazhe baby away into the night, Marko.”

She was one of the last of her community in Neo-London. Most people in the city did not see her as a woman, a wife, a mother—they called her a Gypsy. While she was only delivering the child at the parents’ request, the irony of the situation was not lost on her. Why the gazhe, the non-Roma, had the ridiculous notion that the Roma wanted to take their children was beyond her.

“If anyone finds out I’ve done this…”

“It could be worse.” Marko glanced over his shoulder at her, offering her a wry smile. “You could have cursed the parents and their children’s children before you left.”

Kallista laughed, but it was tinged with pain. If she had any ability to curse anyone like the gazhe thought she did, she certainly wouldn’t have to worry about being caught.

“Besides,” Marko added. “Who would arrest the wife of the beloved Captain Alan Callaghan of the Iron Guard?”

Kallista was not certain if she had imagined the hint of disdain in Marko’s voice when he said her husband’s name.

“People see what they want to see.” She sighed. “It doesn’t matter who my husband is.”

“Then I will make sure you don’t get caught.”

“But if something does happen to me, I trust you’ll keep your promise, yes?”

“I’ll look after your family. I swear it.”

“Nayis túke.”

“You’re welcome.”




IT HAD BEEN years since Kallista had ventured beyond the city limits. They had made it past the military patrol with surprising—if not disconcerting—ease. No one had glanced in the back seat of Marko’s car, where Kallista lay on the floor, wedged behind the seats with the babe in her arms. They left the lights of Neo-London behind, driving until concrete and suburban neighborhoods gave way to gravel roads and open, endless sky.

The last time Kallista had been this far outside the city, she’d bid her family goodbye. Her father, mother, sisters, cousins, aunts, and uncles—they had all fled the city to avoid being arrested or forced out against their will after their businesses were shut down with no provocation. It had not been an easy or welcome goodbye when she’d chosen to stay and marry the father of her child.

“Why have we stopped?” Kallista questioned as she climbed out of the car. She rocked Alvey with great care in her arms, trying to soothe her faint, mewling cries.

“Mr. Goodfellow will meet us here,” Marko said.

Kallista scoffed. “Here? In this specific spot in the middle of nowhere?”

The only notable landmark was a hawthorn tree with sprawling roots in the field. After the Cataclysm, a primal fear had taken hold, and all manner of things—even trees—associated with faeries had been destroyed. Now that laws were in place to protect the faeries and their land, incidents like felled hawthorn trees occurred less often.

While she felt initially frightened about meeting another faery in the same night, her anxiety turned to irritation as the minutes gave way to an hour without a sign of anyone. 

Kallista stamped her foot against the ground. “Damn the faeries!” she hissed, handing Alvey to Marko. She stomped again, feeling better each time she did it. “I knew it. I knew your contact would be late. As if I do not have a life, a family that needs me in order to function, waiting at home!” Kallista jabbed her finger at him. “You know why he’s late? I bet it isn’t even because he’s a faery. It’s because he’s a man. All of you are the same, even across the species—”

Someone cleared his throat. A rather high-pitched, musical ahem. It did not belong to Marko.

“Ah.” The voice interrupted. “My lady, you are correct in your observation. Though, I did not realize we were so, ah, pinched for time. We all mark its passage in a different manner from your folk.”

Kallista whirled around, her eyes straining wildly in the darkness for the source of the voice. She brought a hand to her mouth but held back a cry as she laid eyes on the man before her, who was just a bit shorter than her. Even in the dim light, she could make out the green tinge to the faery’s skin. Her face heated when she noticed how sparsely he was dressed, completely unmindful of the damp, cool air.

“Hello, Mr. Goodfellow,” Kallista sputtered.

“You may call me Puck.” The man waved his hand dismissively. He looked them both over, beginning to smile in a way that was thin but not cold. “A nomad lord and lady, under the stars… running in the dark. But this is nothing new.” His smile widened as his gaze fell on the bundle in Marko’s arms. “You have the child then?”

Kallista frowned. “Not for much longer, if you keep her waiting. Time may be frivolous to you, but the child barely has time left.”

Marko handed the infant to Puck. Kallista watched Puck closely, as if he were going to devour her instantly.

“My sincere thanks! I’m starved.”

Kallista’s jaw dropped. Before she could lunge at the creature with her fists raised, Puck burst into a fit of giggles. “Don’t look so grim, my lady! I’m not going to eat her. I just enjoy a good jest, and furthermore…” He looked down at Alvey, who gave a weak cough, stroking her hair with one long finger as he continued, “Her parents have been friends to the Court. Whether they meant to or not…”

Kallista looked down. Marko spared her by speaking up quickly. “Where is the faery child?”

“Ah, yes! I suppose we shan’t forget her.” Puck crouched down on the ground and reached behind him, where a small, red-haired babe was asleep on his back, tied there gently with a large leaf and some kind of twine. He did not touch the child’s skin once as he held her out for Kallista to take. She did so.

“Her name is Deirdre,” Puck said. “All her mother knew was sorrow upon her birth, and thus she chose that name. That is all this child, or you, will know of her origins. That is all she needs.”

Kallista studied the child but found nothing in her soft face that gave her away as Fae. She looked human. She tucked the child against her protectively. “She will be taken care of.”

Puck nodded, smiling again. He tucked Alvey into the same makeshift carrier on his back. “The Summer Court thanks you for your service.” And with that, Puck seemingly vanished into the muggy spring air, leaving behind only unanswered questions and a baby.




KALLISTA SMELLED THE smoke and saw it billowing in a plume into the night sky before she reached the city. 

Outside of the hospital, the Iron Wardens lined up outside along with the fire department, keeping everyone back, guiding people out on stretchers and in wheelchairs and beds. 

Marko pulled away, tires squealing, before anyone saw them. Several body bags were visible on the pavement.

“What are you doing?”

“We can’t get in there now. We will find someplace for the baby in the meantime until we know what happened.” Marko’s voice was steady, though his fingers were trembling on the steering wheel.

Kallista shook her head, as if trying to shake a troubling thought from her mind. 

After a minute of silence, Marko asked, “Where can Deirdre stay tonight?”

Kallista stared down at the baby. Of course the child must stay with her. It seemed like the logical answer until she remembered exactly what the child was. Her eyes widened in alarm at the thought. “I can’t take her home, Marko. If Alan found out that she’s a faery…”

“Say no more.” Marko grunted. “I’ll take her for the night. We can figure something else out tomorrow until we can get her to her new home.”

“What kind of home would that be?” Kallista asked. Handing over the child to the Windsor couple had made sense at least; one of the parents was Fae. She couldn’t imagine a human family raising a faery.

“I could ask around. See if anyone in Ferriers Town is willing to take her in.”

Kallista made a face, unnerved by the suggestion. The child looked so human.

“I’m not sure that’s such a good idea. We cannot be certain if a faery took her in that it would be for the right reasons.”

They sat in silence for a moment.

“If she could perhaps be raised in a human environment, with a strong religious influence…” She might turn out fine. Before the words were out of her mouth, she regretted them. It would be wrong to force the child to hide who she was.

“I could take her,” Marko suggested, though he sounded hesitant. He must have known that it would not be possible or ideal even if he did want to take her in.

Kallista smiled warmly at him. “We’ll think of something.”




MARKO DROVE QUIETLY to the military housing, which was up a steep, walled hill where the city became more suburban, and parked in front of a small, plain home that was tucked between many identical houses. He came around and opened the door for her. Kallista carefully laid the child in the seat before saying good night and then watched him drive away in silence.

As she unlocked the door, crept inside, and removed her shoes in favor of her slippers, it occurred to her that she was out past curfew. She felt a bit like a rebellious teenager, which had not been too long ago. When the lights flipped on, she let out a yelp of surprise.

“I radioed the hospital, and no one could find you.” Alan was standing in his pajamas, holding their sleeping son in one arm. Her husband’s mousy brown hair was sticking up at odd angles, and his ruddy, boyish features were hardened with concern.

“I… I’m sorry—” She could hardly get the words out before he closed the gap between them and kissed her deeply, his hands sliding under her head, twisting in her hair. Her arms fell loosely to her sides, her worries forgotten for a brief moment. She pulled back, breathless.

Kallista’s eyes softened on Iain, whose head was resting against his father’s chest, oblivious to the commotion. Nearly a year old and he had a full head of thick, wavy dark hair. His small, dark, olive-toned hand was gripping the collar of Alan’s nightshirt.

“Marko offered to drive me home after my shift, but we, uh, got stuck in traffic. I’m sorry to have worried you.”

Alan didn’t reply, seeming to accept her excuse.

Kallista reached out and stroked her son’s face. “What are you doing with Iain?”

“Neither of us can sleep when you’re not here, I suppose.”

Kallista sighed. “What happened at the hospital?”

After delivering Iain to his crib, Kallista and Alan both walked into the tiny living room. Alan plopped down on the couch with a groan and ran a hand over his face. “It was the Dearg-dues. Burning their victims is their trademark.”

“The mob?” Kallista gaped.

“There is no need to fret, love. The Iron Guard received an anonymous tip beforehand. Several mob members were shot on sight when they were caught leaving the building. Justice will be done.” She did not hear the satisfaction of justice in his voice. “But not before they took the lives of some very influential people.”

“Who were they—the victims?”

“Oliver and Aino Windsor.”

Kallista was grateful to be sitting down, as the room began to sway in her vision. Tears pricked  her eyes, and she was grateful for the dim lightning to hide them. “Oh,” she exhaled shakily.

She searched the room for anything to focus on. Her eyes landed on the mantle and to the mess of broken glass under it. She sat up. The glass caught the light, winking at her.

“Don’t.” Alan grabbed her arm as she moved to inspect the glass. “You’ll cut yourself.”

“Your photographs,” Kallista said. “What happened?” The mantle that once held portraits of Alan’s family was now empty, the frames shattered on the floor. “Don’t tell me Iain is getting into mischief already. I thought we at least had another year or so before the terror started.” Her laugh died in her throat when Alan did not respond.

“I’ll clean it up in the morning,” Alan said.

Kallista was going to question him further but stopped when he leaned his head against her shoulder. She sighed, responding by wrapping her arm around him.

The room was quiet, save for the clock ticking away on the wall and the slow rhythmic breathing of the two of them.

“I don’t want to lose this.” Alan spoke up suddenly, his voice muffled against her shirt. He sounded so distant from her.

Kallista held him tighter, refusing to let him slip away, refusing to let him close up like he usually did. “Lose what, my love?”

Alan did not speak.

“You won’t. You won’t lose this, or anything. We’re here. We’re both here. I’m not going anywhere.” Sometimes she felt like her words went unheard. He was scarred, like many who fled to the city from the Cataclysm. They were all afraid of the same thing happening again.

She held Alan until Iain woke them both by fussing in his crib. That night, Kallista found no sleep, only images of flames, charred bodies, and an orphaned infant burning behind her eyes. She knew that what she saw tonight would leave her scarred too.




IT ALMOST FELT like a betrayal, taking a faery child to the orphanage several hours from the city. But that was exactly what Kallista did the very next morning. She and Marko had discussed options for several hours, eventually coming to the same conclusion: no single family, no matter how hard they might look, could be guaranteed to be the right match for a faery child. They knew that Trinity orphanage was equipped to handle any sort of child, and they knew it was a nicely kept and well-staffed facility.

Marko snorted as they drove along the gravel road to the building.

“What could possibly be amusing to you right now?” Kallista asked, irritated. She was holding the child tightly in her arms like she did not want to let go.

“What could be funny about a faery at Trinity?” Marko smiled.

Kallista sighed. She didn’t think it was very amusing. At least her husband would probably never discover the child was there at all.

It felt like a second betrayal, just leaving the babe on the doorstep, but she could not risk getting caught with a strange child.

Before she left, Kallista made sure the sleeping girl was wrapped warmly and snugly. She left a note by the door with only the child’s name scrawled there.

She gave the soft head one last, gentle stroke. “I wish you luck, Deirdre. May God go with you.”








CHAPTER TWO



THE SWEET, EARTHY scents of the meadow floated through the open orphanage window. Deirdre breathed in the familiar smell, stopping packing her few belongings to stick her head out the window. Her long, curly ginger hair lifted in the cool wind, and she closed her eyes. This was the same window she had climbed out of as a small girl.

Now that she was seventeen, Deirdre would be leaving the building where she grew up, the meadow where she’d played, and the creek she’d swam in to finish her education in Neo-London. She would be on her own. And she had been warned there would be no meadows waiting outside her new windows.

That night she had first snuck out alone was still as fresh in her mind as the breeze that called her outside. 

 “Come on, Louise, get up.” Deirdre nudged the sleeping girl again. Her usually willing playmate grumbled and turned over in bed.

She ran around to the other side of the girl’s bed and prodded her arm. “We’re going out to play.”

“Says who?” the girl mumbled, not opening her eyes. “It’s dark. I’m tired.”

“But you said you’d go out to play tonight! Louise?”

The four-year-old girl only let out a light snore in response.

After moping for a moment, Deirdre stood up straight, her determination renewed. She said she was going outside to play tonight, and so she would.

She padded on bare feet, clothed only in her nightgown, over to the open window, surrounded by beds full of other young girls. Outside, purple dusk had not yet turned into the black night. The heavy curtains on the nursery window were drawn back, the shutters open, hoping to coax in a nonexistent breeze. With the windowsill too high to reach, Deirdre instead shimmied up the thick curtains and leaped out the window and onto the waiting ground a short drop below.

The fragrant scents of a hot summer night were all around her. She skipped happily across the lawn, heading toward her favorite playing spot behind a small line of trees.

“Deirdre!”

The girl froze as a tall Icelandic nun, Mother Superior, headed across the lawn toward her.

“Get back inside this instant!” She steered Deirdre back across the lawn. “How did you even get outside, child?”

“I climbed,” Deirdre muttered, her head lowered.

“That was a very foolish thing to do. Wandering alone is not safe.”

“You were out here alone.”

“I was finishing my rounds, checking for little runaways like you.” Mother Superior pinched her cheek; it was an effective, quick form of punishment.

Mother rushed Deirdre back to the nursery, all the while reminding her of the rules of the orphanage. As she was tucked in again, Mother forbade her from “being reckless.” And after she left, Deirdre immediately sat up to see if the window had been shut. It had, and she sniffed in disappointment, slowly lowering herself back onto her pillow.


CLASSES HAD BEGUN a few weeks after that night as summer turned into autumn. Picture books, alphabet games, and crafting paper did little to tempt her eyes from the windows and the world outside. And when the girls were allowed to play, she was the first to jump up and sprint out of the room, laughing as she ran. The outdoors meant play, and play was what she lived for.


THE LONG DAYS of early childhood passed, each hour wonderful, full with play and growth, food and learning, playmates and affection from the Sisters. Her mind latched onto a new feeling each minute and then promptly cast it to the winds in favor of whatever came next. Even as she became aware of what being an “orphan” meant, it did little to dampen her fervor. When the thought disturbed her, she decided that her parents must have died. There was no other reason why she could have wound up at the orphanage.

As she reached her seventh year, she showed no sign of growing out of the innate and stubborn sense of fairness that young children possessed; rule breaking or lying was not to be tolerated.


ONE WET, MUDDY day, she was playing with Charlotte, a girl in her class who had agreed to sneak out during study time for a game of hide-and-seek. As Charlotte hid her face behind her fingers and began to count to thirty, Deirdre turned to run, only to glance back and see the other girl watching her through splayed fingers.

“Don’t watch me!” Deirdre shouted. “Cover your eyes!”

Charlotte covered her eyes for one second, only to peer through again with a grin.

“You have to cover your eyes!” Deirdre pointed at Charlotte. “It’s the rule!”

“I am covering my eyes,” Charlotte answered, lowering her hands, her eyes wide open.

“You are not!”

The other girl laughed. “Why are you so mad?”

“You’re not following the rules! And if you don’t follow them, we can’t play.”

“You don’t always have to follow them,” said Charlotte, sniffing haughtily. “That’s what Felicity says. If you had a sister, you’d know better too.”

“Felicity is stupid,” Deirdre shot back maturely.

Charlotte scowled at her. “It’s your fault for not having a sister! Don’t be mad just because you don’t have any family!”

In response, Deirdre slapped Charlotte. Hard.

Crying, Charlotte came to her older sister with a big sore mark on her cheek; Deirdre had made many enemies by that point, so it didn’t take much encouragement for Felicity to get a couple of friends and find Deirdre inside, cornering her.

“How dare you slap my sister!” Felicity hissed. She pinched Deirdre on the forearm, twisting fiercely.

“She was being mean.” Deirdre sniffed, smacking Felicity’s hand away and glaring stubbornly at the older girl. “And you’re all a bunch of fat, stinky bullies!”

When the girls grabbed her and dove into the nearest room, hauling her toward the wardrobe, Deirdre did not cry for help. Her vision red with anger, she fought: kicking, punching, pulling hair, even biting. But the girls still threw her into the wardrobe, full of heavy, old coats, and locked her in. Deirdre heard them fussing over their injuries and muttering about how she was a little animal; that did not bother her, but the sound of the door shutting behind them did.

Screaming in outrage, she threw herself wildly against the wardrobe door, the long coats covering her face. With each bodily hurl, she got more tangled in the coats’ sleeves that wrapped around her limbs and around her head. She froze when her face was covered, and she realized she could not breathe.

Her mind going blank in panic, she struggled and twisted; as the seconds passed, her lungs began to scream for air. When she tried to blindly run forward, her wet, muddy shoes slipped on the wardrobe’s floor. She fell forward onto her face, the sleeves releasing her.

After taking several deep breaths, she rolled over onto her back. The long ends of the garments still brushed her legs and forehead. Staying as low as she could, she scooted over to the wardrobe door, pressing herself against it. The only light came through the keyhole.

“Hello?” she called shakily.

No one answered, and she began to cry. She called again and again until her throat went sore. She curled into a ball, finally giving up.

I’m going to be here forever, she thought, her body going cold. I don’t have a sister to come find me, or a mother or father. No one is going to come. She cried harder.

It took until nightfall for Sister Teresa, who took roll, to notice Deirdre was missing. 

Deirdre heard someone calling her name and looked up. At first she assumed she imagined her name being called, but it came again. Through the shut wardrobe, the voice sounded unfamiliar and strange. For a wild moment she thought maybe it was her own mother.

“I’m here!” She sat up straight. “I’m here!” She began to smile, all she had ever imagined about her mother coming back to mind, real, immediate.

She isn’t dead! I’m going home. I’m going home!

When the wardrobe opened and she saw the familiar face of Sister Margaret, the image of her mother shattered. She began to cry again, not resisting as Sister gently urged her to her feet, leading her away to the kitchen for some hot milk before taking her to bed. Deirdre drank it without tasting its sweetness.

The next morning she sat up in bed and scanned the room for Charlotte; she was asleep like all the other girls. But she did not dare face Charlotte alone again. So the moment Sister Teresa stepped inside, before she could even open her mouth to wake the girls, Deirdre ran across the room to her and, pointing at Charlotte, told her the entire story.

Of course Charlotte was punished a little, and Felicity and her friends were punished a lot. But Deirdre also went without playtime privileges for a couple of days, and she had to apologize to Charlotte for slapping her. And she did so but only because she didn’t want to go back into that wardrobe (or even see it, ever again).


CHARLOTTE, FELICITY, AND her friends did not try to get back at her, but their dislike of Deirdre had spread amongst the other girls their age. 

This was in part due to Deirdre’s unrelenting insistence on fairness that did not change as she kept growing; in fact, she changed very little compared to her classmates, especially once they turned twelve. Her classmates began to outpace her in academics, asking questions and having ideas deeper than she could conceive. They began seeing the world in new ways. Especially when it came to boys.

While they didn’t have any boys in the orphanage, there were plenty in the nearby village. They became the sole topic of discussion for the girls during their free time. For hours, they would compare and argue over whose crush was cutest. Deirdre would try to change the subject, but it was fruitless. She felt stupid, completely out of the loop.



AS SHE BECAME a teenager, Deirdre spent almost no time with girls her age, becoming a playmate and a “cool” big sister to all the younger girls. Spending time with creatures smaller, more fragile, and far more sensitive than her forced her to learn skills that had so far eluded her. Through trial and error, she learned how to determine what games were appropriate for which children and how to explain the rules. She learned how to wait for the younger children to catch up when they went for walks or runs on the grounds.

Finally she learned how to bond with those she would usually ignore. There was one little girl named Iris who got sick easily and so was rarely able to run and play. Once, Deirdre saw Iris confined to her bed, crying from boredom and loneliness, which prompted her to ask the Sisters to teach her new games—quiet, safe indoor games that even the most nauseous child could play without getting sick or exhausted.

She then taught those games to Iris, who was a sharp learner. They most often designed and made paper dolls; Iris was especially amused at how Deirdre, nearly twice her age, was remarkably awful at it, often accidentally cutting her dolls to shreds (after which she usually tore up the pieces in frustration).

And when Iris was too sick for even that, Deirdre would either make up stories or read them to her. While Iris liked to hear stories where orphan children found their birth parents, Deirdre read them reluctantly. The thought of her parents still stung. While she had been completely confident they were dead ever since the wardrobe incident, it still hurt to think that she would never see or hear them, never see what she would look like once she grew up.

On better days when Iris was not nauseated or fevered, Deirdre would put the little girl on her shoulders and run her outside. She knew it was a good day if Iris also laughed as much as she as they dashed out the door.

When Deirdre turned fifteen and Iris was eight, the girl was adopted by a lovely, sweet-spoken mother and a charming father, who lived in a small town with clean air and open fields. And as they tightly hugged farewell, for the first time Deirdre cried both from sorrow and happiness.

This must be what it’s like to have a family, she realized as she kissed the little girl on the forehead.

When she turned sixteen, Deirdre was trusted to take the ten-year-old girls on weekly hikes; she also took them and other groups on camping trips, lasting anywhere from two days to nearly a week. The weekly hikes thankfully overrode her one sewing and embroidery class. Mother Superior encouraged her to focus more on childhood education than home economics, though she still emphasized that Deirdre needed to learn finesse in sewing at some point in her life.

Deirdre didn’t cling to her or anyone else’s criticism. She rarely minded that she spent almost no time with girls her age; the only thing she disliked was being alone. Only Adelaide, who had grown into the sort of person who always assumed the best, went out of her way to spend time with Deirdre. The other older girls had labeled her as irrevocably weird when she never showed any interest in or attraction to romance or marriage.

That May, just days before she turned seventeen, Deirdre brought up the subject to Sister Margaret, who was now her advisor and spiritual counselor. She listened and then shrugged as well.

“You may just be called to be single, and that is perfectly fine,” she explained, looking Deirdre in the eye as they sat side by side on a stone bench on the orphanage grounds. “No vocation is superior or inferior to another.”

Summer passed by too fast. Deirdre let her hair grow longer than ever—all the way down to her waist. She played and camped out with the younger girls, and every day Sister Margaret encouraged her to get her fun in now. Neo-London was the biggest city in England, she said, but there was no room for a young woman to run free. Deirdre wasn’t entirely sure if she believed her; she hoped for the best, thinking a city so full of people must have a lot of fun in store.


NOW, THE LAST day of August had arrived. Stepping away from the window, Deirdre said a final goodbye to the orphanage and her old bed, and she shut the window. 

With her carpet bag in hand, she said goodbye to Sister Margaret first. “Are you nervous, child?”

 “What if everyone at my new school thinks I’m weird or slow like the girls say?” Deirdre pressed. 

Sister Margaret waved her hand dismissively. “Deirdre, this is England. The English are remarkably good at calling people not like them all sorts of silly names. So don’t let it get to you when those girls, or anyone else, says you’re weird or odd or bad simply because you are different. They’re just being rude. Understood?”

Deirdre sighed but nodded. “Yes, Sister.”

“Besides”—she brushed back a lock of Deirdre’s curly, bright red hair that was hanging in her face—“you’re going to get singled out even more when you leave us and go to Neo-London to finish your schooling after summer’s end. I don’t know if you are Scottish like me or Irish like your name… but your ginger hair likely won’t be smiled on much in Neo-London. But don’t let it get to you. God gave you that lovely hair, and He knows what He’s doing.” She smiled at Deirdre. “Don’t let anyone make you think you need to dye or straighten it!”

Deirdre hugged all the Sisters, and she kissed and picked up and spun around all the young girls. Some of them cried, and she joined in.

Last of all, she turned to Mother Superior, whose face was stiff, almost severe. Deirdre had seen that expression before when other girls had left. She knew the moment she had driven out of sight that Mother Superior would begin to silently cry.

Unwilling to make the proud woman unravel, Deirdre simply curtsied, saying, “Goodbye, Mother Superior.”

Mother nodded, patting Deirdre on the head. “Your hair is so long. Be careful it doesn’t get caught on anything, like it got caught on those branches last week.”

“Yes, Mother.”

“And always say please and thank you. You forget to do that a lot.”

“Yes, Mother.”

“And we’ll be praying for you, so don’t worry and do your best.”

Deirdre nodded, beginning to smile. “Yes, Mother. Is that all?”

She shook her head quickly, waving her hand in dismissal. “Off you go, child.”

And as she sat in the back seat of the grocer’s truck and waved and shouted goodbye to the girls and the Sisters, she could see Mother Superior turning away, wiping her eyes. Tears beginning to fall from her own eyes, she kept waving until they rounded a corner and the orphanage was out of sight.

In her heart, she dearly hoped she would be back as soon as possible.


“YOU’D BEST CLOSE that gaping cave of yours, lass,” the grocer teased as they drove through the large gates of Neo-London.

Deirdre didn’t hear him, and her mouth remained ajar as she leaned out the window, staring up at the towering walls of the city, her heart beating loudly with anticipation.

The city of Neo-London was built like a fortress against the southern shore, surrounded by high grey walls, taller than the oldest oak trees. While there were several narrow, one-lane exits and entrances, each entrance featured a barred, sturdy iron gate, half as high as the walls of stone and concrete and nearly as thick.

Deirdre sat back down as they drove into the city into a busy main thoroughfare. All around were narrow buildings, crammed together. The shortest and cheapest were nearest the entrance of the city and were built of wood. As they drove toward the heart of the city and the roads got cleaner and wider, the buildings were increasingly taller and made of brick or stone. But no matter the material, size, or quality of each residence, apartment, restaurant, or business office, each was surrounded by an iron fence with a lockable gate.

“Are they so afraid they’ll be broken into?” Deirdre asked the grocer, pointing at the high gate of a narrow stone house.

The grocer glanced at the iron barrier, shaking his head. “No, it’s to keep the faeries away. They can’t abide by iron. So when there’s no gate, that’s one way to tell when you’re entering a place where one of them live. Look, down on our first left.”

Leaning forward so her nose almost touched the windshield, Deirdre saw they were coming to a large roundabout, the road splitting off in six directions. They got onto the roundabout, slowed by congested traffic. The first thing she saw on the left curb beside them was a tall brick house with no gate around it. The road that went down past it was lined by brick and wood buildings and full of people. Bright banners with designs Deirdre did not recognize hung from house to house, and there were almost no cars around, the street packed with people.

“That’s so pretty!” she exclaimed, giggling into her fingers.

“That’s Ferriers Town, where the fair folk live,” the grocer said, slowing his truck as the flow of traffic briefly halted.

Deirdre peered at the nearest group of faeries passing them. There was nothing especially unique about their clothing; they dressed as the villagers near the orphanage had. And while some had round, tiny black eyes or exceptionally large noses or hair colors that were unnatural, aside from that they seemed human.

“But they don’t have pointed ears or anything,” she observed, watching as a short fellow with a thick white beard and a rosy nose hurried in front of them and down into Ferriers Town. “Are you sure they’re faeries?”

The grocer chuckled at first but stopped when he spotted a tall, wiry woman passing by with dark red hair so thin she was beginning to bald. Deirdre thought she was human until the woman glanced at them, revealing deep yellow eyes with tiny pupils. The grocer quickly locked his truck doors.

“What’s wrong?” Deirdre asked.

The grocer just grunted, gesturing at the tall faery with a jerk of his head. “As you can see, not all fair folk have pointed ears, lass. And not all of them look much different from us. Those are the ones most likely to cause trouble.”

Deirdre frowned, looking back at the throng of faeries. The yellow-eyed faery had disappeared. She did see a couple of others that had the oddest head jewelry; it made them look like they had small, thin horns.

As the traffic began to inch along again, she spotted one skinny woman, hunched over, with long white hair and dark green skin.

She gaped again, turning in her seat. The woman met her gaze and grinned. Most of her teeth were missing, and those that remained were sharp and thin, like a fish. She raised a hand toward Deirdre, as if to wave to her, but then she pointed a bony finger at the crowded street of Ferriers Town. Following her direction, Deirdre looked just in time to see a small group of military personnel stride through, the faeries scurrying out of their way like leaves being blown by the wind. One of the soldiers was pulling along a short, thin-boned, light-haired woman. Her skin was white and without any blemish, and her abnormally large eyes were a rosy gold color. Though her expression was stricken, she did not struggle.

“Careful of the fair folk, lass,” the grocer chided as Deirdre watched the soldiers head toward a large, covered truck. “It’s best to avoid Ferriers Town if you don’t have any business there.”

“But why? I didn’t think they were all that bad.” She twisted to try to look behind her seat to see if the green-skinned woman was still at the corner, but she was lost from sight.

“I do considerable business with some of them,” the grocer said. “But that’s the thing, you have to know what you’re about. If you go in there aimlessly, you’ll get caught up in mischief for certain.”

“Some of them looked so human. I wasn’t expecting that.”

The grocer nodded solemnly at her. “Like I said, those are the ones you need to be wary of. After all, they may look and act like us, but they really aren’t meant to live with us.”

Deirdre looked back out the window at more iron-gated buildings, frowning, wondering how dangerous that white-skinned faery was and what law she had broken.

Just a few minutes later, the grocer dropped her off at the curb of her new school. It was a large stone building, almost the size of her entire orphanage. It and the small yard around it was surrounded by an iron fence taller than she was, and its enormous gate was wide open; a stream of students trickled past them, heading into the building. Her mouth fell open again, and unable to look away from the building, she
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