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      Zoe yanked the duvet off me. “That’s enough. It’s been a month, Cara! No more moping around like a mahoosive loser. Get up and look for a job, or find a way to go back to college.”

      I curled up in a ball and closed my eyes. “They won’t let me.”

      “Then explain to them where you’ve been! Or better yet, explain it to me. Because I think I deserve to know more than anyone. I’m sick of you keeping secrets from me, and worse, forcing me to keep secrets from everyone else. I don’t know why we can’t tell anyone you’re back.”

      “Because I’m not ready to deal with the drama yet.”

      “Well, get ready because I have a fuck load of drama to unleash on your skinny arse.”

      I rolled over, glaring at my best friend through blurred vision. “What are you so grumpy about today?”

      “I’m PMSing all over the place,” she snapped. “But even if I wasn’t, I’d still be mad at you. There’s no statute of limitations on my anger, Cara Kelly!”

      I sat up. “Fine. Jesus.” Then, something managed to get through my haze of heartbreak. I stared at my best human friend in horror as her words sank in, and the walls came tumbling around my shoulders.

      She was PMSing. But I wasn’t. In fact, I hadn’t had my period since… some time before Drake became king—before I slept with him. By human standards, that had been over a year ago, but for me, only months had passed. I hurriedly counted on my fingers. Two missed periods. Oh, my God!

      “What?” Zoe frowned. “Why’d you go all pale?”

      “Holy shit, Zoe.” My stomach churned. “I haven’t had a period since I last saw you.”

      “Um, that’s not right. Are you feeling okay? Cramping or anything?”

      “No, you don’t understand. It’s been over a year for you, but only a couple of months for me since I last… since I had… oh, my God.” I barely made it to the bathroom before I threw up.

      Zoe followed and rubbed my back. “Hey, bestie. Why are you puking? Please say you weren’t busy acting like a slut while you were gone, because that would kind of diminish all of the worrying I did.”

      I finally stopped retching and leaned against the bath. “I slept with Drake.”

      “And you didn’t use a condom?” Her face turned red as she pointed at me. “I warned you, Cara! We sat in my kitchen, and we talked about this.”

      “Not really. I mean, it wasn’t like that. It was…” I bit my lip, feeling ridiculously idiotic. The thought of possible pregnancy had never occurred to me.

      “How could you be so stupid? I’m supposed to be the immature one. I’ve never had to take a pregnancy test! And now you are, and you’re acting like a fourteen-year-old about it.”

      “I have to take a test?” I said dumbly.

      “Jesus.” She sat next to me. “Stop panicking. Let’s both just calm down for a minute. We’ll go get a test. You’ll take the test. It’ll be negative, and I can go back to hating you. That’s the plan.”

      I laughed. “I really hope you’re right.”

      “I’m never wrong. Except about you being the smart one, obviously. And Drake? I mean, he was cute and all, but meh. Your kid will be all kinds of scrawny.”

      I glared at her.

      “Except there’s no kid,” she added hurriedly. “I mean, you said yourself you haven’t had a period in over a year. That means there’s something wrong with you, not that you’re pregnant.”

      “You don’t get it. It hasn’t been a year for me.”

      “You keep saying that.” She sighed. “You’re starting to freak me out.”

      I held her gaze. “Just trust me on this, Zoe. There are things going on that I can’t tell you about. You wouldn’t want to know.”

      “Does this have to do with that lecturer? And Drake?”

      “It has everything to do with them. I want to tell you, but I know you won’t believe me. I know you won’t be able to understand. Let’s just say some crazy shit happened, but now it’s over. It’s done. And I’ll have to deal with the consequences myself.”

      She studied my face then shrugged. “So are you going to tell him?”

      I shook my head. Getting in touch with the faery king was out of my power. And if I was pregnant, how did that work? The time issue alone was confusing enough to… no, there was no pregnancy. It was stress. Stress was the root of all of my problems. I was losing weight. That didn’t happen during a pregnancy. I cheered up. I probably had some parasitical disease from drinking filthy fae water. That was all. I would be fine.

      “It’s unlikely anyway,” I said with a teary smile. “One time with him and I get caught? How pathetic would that be?”

      She hesitated. “Why don’t you have a shower? I’ll run out to the chemist to get a test.”

      “Yeah, maybe that would be good.” As she made to stand up, I grabbed her hand. “Thanks, Zoe. For everything.”

      “You would do the same for me, idiot.”

      When she left, I jumped into the shower and thought of all of the reasons why I couldn’t be pregnant by a faery. I had been so consumed with worry about my friends that I hadn’t even considered the possibility of a pregnancy. And that was probably because it was extremely unlikely. Extremely.

      Zoe returned with four pregnancy tests. She gave me a sheepish smile as she spread them across the bed. “You never know.”

      I picked up one of them. “Three minutes,” I said, looking at the instructions. “A cross if it’s a yes, a line if it’s a no.”

      “So in less than five minutes, we’ll know.” She looked even more nervous than I was, if that were possible. “Go for it.”

      In the bathroom, I peed on the stick then left it face down on the floor. I ran out and slammed the door behind me as if all of the hounds of hell were on my heels.

      “And now we wait,” Zoe said. Both of us lay on the bed, staring up at the ceiling. “Should we time it?”

      I shook my head. “I’ll check in a bit. Just… what’ll happen if… if…”

      “Then your baby will have two mamas.” She rolled over on her side. “I mean, between the two of us, we can figure out how to take care of a baby, right?”

      I shivered. “I’m not really cut out to be a parent, Zoe.”

      “Who is? I mean, really, it’s not like people take a test for it.”

      “I’m unreliable.” My voice shook on the word. “And I don’t know how to love properly. Look at my parents. Look at my life. I’m a mess. Seriously.”

      “Of course you know how to love. And your parents are just great examples of the things you won’t want to do as a mother.” She smiled. “You love me, right?”

      I wheezed out a shaky laugh. “Drake said he loved me before he sent me away. He said that, and I wanted him to want me, but I never even considered saying it back. I’m broken. There’s something missing inside of me.”

      “Is that why he sent you away?”

      I shivered. “He said he had to keep me safe. But he took everything with him. He left me with no way of knowing if anyone is dead or alive. Anya was… she could be dead. And the last time I saw Líle, she was in a bad way, and I left her to take care of myself. What kind of person am I?”

      “You’re a good person. You’re my best friend. I don’t know what the hell has been going on with you, but I know you better than anyone. You deal with everything life throws at you. You always have.”

      “But a baby? I’m never going to see Drake again, and even if I did, he’s not exactly father material. It’s bad enough that I screw up my own life, but screwing up a baby’s life before it even starts? That’s a pretty big sign that I’m not capable of pulling this off. So what do I do?”

      “We’ll figure out how to—”

      “But I don’t want a baby. I mean, I never really thought about it. I just kind of assumed that motherhood was going to be one of those things I missed out on. Maybe I would change my mind someday, like far off into the future when I have half a clue what I’m doing, but now is the worst possible time.”

      “What if Drake wanted to see it? What if he wanted to take the baby?” She cleared her throat. “The hypothetical baby.”

      I touched my stomach. How could a life form in there? “He wouldn’t. He sent me away and then disappeared. He made sure I had no way of contacting him again.”

      “But why? None of this makes any sense to me.”

      I shrugged. “He said I didn’t belong in his world. Technically, he was right. We weren’t sleeping together. I mean, we did once, obviously, but that was ages ago and kind of because we thought he was going to die. I mean, it’s not like I regret it or anything, but it seems like a lifetime ago. There was someone else I grew close to, and then… then everything changed, and I couldn’t ignore how I felt about Drake.”

      “And the other dude?”

      “I think maybe I didn’t really know him like I thought I did. He said I could come to him for anything, but I’ve no idea how to find him. They all left together and left me behind.”

      “I’m sorry, Cara.”

      I looked at her. “I want to tell you everything, Zoe, but I doubt you would believe a word of it.”

      “You could try.”

      I got off the bed and brushed my hair off my face. “I think it’s time to check the test. Let’s hope it puts us out of our misery and lets us get back to our normal state of anxiety.”

      She gripped my shirt as we crept toward the bathroom.

      I giggled, kind of hysterically. “You’d swear there was a rat in there.”

      “Yeah, but it could be worse,” she said with a snort.

      My hand froze on the handle of the door. “Holy crap, I think I’m gonna shit myself.”

      “Want me to look?”

      “No. I won’t believe it unless I see it for myself. I’m just… this can’t happen. I can’t have a baby.”

      I pushed open the bathroom door. Kneeling next to the test, I flipped it over and stared at the result for a long time.

      A cross. Positive. As if having an unwanted baby was a happy event. I was carrying a faery baby. I leaned forward, feeling faint.

      Zoe gripped my shoulders and kept me upright. Tears were pouring down her face.

      I shook my head, breathing heavily. I couldn’t let it sink in because then it would be true. There would be no going back.

      “Stop it!” She shook me. “Stop freaking out.”

      I snapped out of my little trance, shoved her aside, and threw up again in the toilet. “I need to take a second test,” I said when I had finished retching. “I need to make sure.”

      “Yeah, of course. Um, I’ll get you some juice or water or… I’ll be back.” She hurried out of the bathroom.

      I sat against the bath, sweating buckets. Had I been suffering with morning sickness on the journey to the Fade? Had the Miacha congratulated me on my pregnancy? It all made too much sense. I was shivering by the time Zoe returned with a glass of water.

      When she offered it, I pushed it away. “It’s no use. This is really… really happening.”

      “You don’t know that. Tests can be wrong.”

      “When I was travelling with him, I kept feeling weak and sick.” I thought of Sorcha, how she had planned on letting me walk away until she touched me. Maybe a bringer of death could sense new life. Maybe she knew I was pregnant, and that was why she wanted to kill me—to sacrifice royal blood. Royal blood. I leaned over the toilet and threw up again. I was carrying a king’s child, royal blood, and she had wanted to spill it for power. What would the likes of Sadler do?

      “Are you okay? Is there anything I can do?” She helped me to my feet. “Let’s just get out of the bathroom. Away from the test.” She thrust the water glass into my hands.

      Nodding, I let her lead me back into the bedroom. I sipped the water while sitting on the edge of her bed. “This is fucked up. So much makes sense, even though I really don’t want it to.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I have no idea. I’ve been miserable because I didn’t have a clue how I was going to take care of myself, and now this?”

      “I’m here for you,” she said. “You don’t have to be scared. You’re not alone.”

      “But look at me.” Tears formed in my eyes. “I don’t have a job. I don’t have a plan. I can’t have this baby, Zoe. Any other baby would be a struggle. But his baby will be a nightmare. I can’t cope with this. I can’t do it.”

      “Whatever you decide to do, I’ll be with you.”

      I looked at her. “Even if I get an abortion?”

      “I won’t like it, but I’ll be on the boat to England with you.” She took my hands in hers. “It’s not about what anyone else wants, Cara. It’s about what’s best for you. If you think you’ll give this baby a shitty life, then don’t keep it. Just don’t jump into a decision based on the father, you know? You have options.”

      I licked my cracked lips. “You don’t understand. It wouldn’t be a normal baby.”

      “That isn’t very fair,” she said softly. “I was joking about the scrawny thing.”

      “No, that’s not what I mean. I can’t explain. I’ll just… I want my mam.”

      “I could call her for you.”

      I shook my head. I had to wrap my head around things first. “I need… I need to get a job. No matter what I do, I need money. I’ll have to… have to…”

      “You could think about adoption. Or maybe talking to someone at a crisis centre.”

      “I can’t do that.” I couldn’t answer questions, and I most certainly couldn’t let an unsuspecting family adopt a baby with faery blood. I felt as if I had a time bomb growing inside of me.

      “I’ll make you a doctor’s appointment.”

      I gave her a blank look.

      “You have to get a check-up to see if you’re okay. What you’re feeling right now, I think it’s kind of normal. I mean, it must be shocking to learn there’s a new life growing inside of you.” Her expression softened as she glanced at my belly. “You did that, Cara, made a little you. Isn’t that kind of amazing?”

      I closed my eyes. It might have been amazing if I had help. If the baby had a father who wanted me around. If a million other stars had aligned and made life perfect. But life would never be perfect, and the pregnancy terrified me. What if faery babies were born different? What if I was growing a monster inside of me? What if it clawed its way out or something? What if it had no feelings, no morals? How would I cope?

      Tears leaked out as I remembered Ronnie and Drake’s mother. One had lost her mind over her faery pregnancy; the other had lost her life. I highly doubted Drake was going to murder me to take my child, but losing my mind was a definite possibility. “I feel like I’m going crazy,” I said. “Like this is going to just break me.”

      “Nothing’s going to break you.” She wrapped her arms around me. “I’m here with you, no matter what happens. Okay, it’s a shock, but we’ll figure this out. We’ll work out a way to do this. You’re not alone.”

      I felt entirely alone. I stupidly hadn’t even thought of the repercussions of sleeping with Drake. Now I couldn’t avoid them.
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      The doctor checked my urine sample. “Congratulations,” he said, sounding bored. “You’re going to be a mother.”

      Zoe squeezed my hand, but my head was spinning off my shoulders at the confirmation of a nightmare. I could really do with some oblivion water to help me forget everything. Faery baby, a voice in my head taunted, with murderers for parents. I felt sick again. It had been two weeks since I took the first test, and I was no closer to coming to terms with the pregnancy.

      “I’ll write you a referral for the maternity hospital of your choice,” the doctor said, not making eye contact. “They’ll organise a first appointment. There, they’ll take a history of the parentage and any possibility of hereditary diseases. They’ll take blood samples and organise a scan. You’ll be further along by then. Too far along to change your mind, do you understand me?”

      I flinched, startled. “What?”

      “If you’re planning on doing any travelling to end this pregnancy, then the sooner, the better.” A tinge of pity flavoured his voice. “You have choices. They might be costly and inconvenient, but they’re there. I’m going to give you a card. Call the number to talk to someone who can take you through your options.” He handed me the card and squeezed my shoulder. “You’re not the first young woman to be surprised by something like this.” He smiled. “So stop looking like the world is crashing around you. There are worse things.”

      I nodded, feeling numb. He talked some more before letting us go, but I barely heard a word. I left the surgery, scarcely noticing Zoe following me.

      “Okay,” she said. “I think we might as well hand in the letter now. The sooner we get an appointment, the better.”

      I looked at her, terrified.

      “Unless… unless you want to do something different.”

      “I don’t know what to do.” I blew out a shaky breath. “Nothing feels right.”

      “So we’ll make the appointment and find out more. Everything will feel much better once we understand what’s going on.”

      She smiled, and I realised she was months ahead of me, thinking of blue or pink. I was still in that bathroom, waiting for a line or a cross. I was still with the fae. I would never truly leave them.

      I was addicted to them, and my baby could be born with the same addiction. I would always long to go back, and that wasn’t fair on a child. And was it fair on the human world to unleash a faery baby on it? I had changed with the fae, grown darker, and I was in no position to raise a child. What kind of person would I even be capable of rearing?

      We caught a bus to the maternity hospital in town, Zoe leading the way. I went along because I had no idea of what else to do. I almost walked back out as soon as we stepped through those doors. The heat, the smell, and the amount of waddling fat ladies—it was all too much. I couldn’t breathe.

      Zoe squeezed my hand. “It’s okay. We’re just making an appointment.”

      “I can’t do this,” I whimpered. “I’m literally freaking out because of all of the pregnant women.”

      “Cara.” She gripped my shoulders and gave me a stern look. “You’re one of them.”

      I hung my head. “I know. I just don’t want to be.”

      She hesitated, obviously frustrated. “Come on. Let’s find out where we have to go.”

      We had to queue up amongst pregnant women waiting for their appointments. Some of them looked blissfully happy, but others seemed depressed. Most of them looked uncomfortable or exhausted. One red-faced woman looked ready to pop, though she was already pushing a screeching toddler around in a buggy.

      I blew out a breath as I reached the top of the queue. A woman behind the counter asked me a number of questions, her perfectly manicured fingers flying across the keyboard as she set up my file. Making the appointment was easy, but I couldn’t even tell them when I had gotten pregnant. The dates were way too confusing. I returned to Zoe with a hospital card and an appointment.

      She stood, her eyes bright with excitement. “Done?”

      “Yeah, it’s…” I scanned the appointment card. “Um, in four weeks.”

      “Good! That’s really good. My cousin said she was waiting for—”

      “Let’s just get out of here. I need to get a job.”

      She followed me out of the hospital without another word. We passed pregnant women smoking outside the main doors. A part of me judged, while another part sneered that at least they wanted their babies.

      Zoe took me to a nearby cafe. “I need a coffee to steady the ol’ nerves.”

      I giggled. “I need a whiskey for that.”

      “Banned. No coffee, either.”

      “No life,” I added. “No money, no fun, no freedom.”

      “That’s what the lovin’ costs,” she managed to say with a straight face.

      We got our drinks and took a seat at an empty table.

      Zoe gave me a sheepish look. “I told Mam where we were heading today.”

      “You told her?” My hands flew up to my mouth. “What did you do that for? I’m not ready for people to know. I don’t even know what I’m going to do yet!”

      “She’s going to notice the bump eventually. And I’m sorry, but I needed to talk about it to somebody. She won’t tell anyone. Don’t worry. She’s surprised, but she’s not going to make you leave.”

      Maybe knowing what a mother thought would help. “What did she say?”

      She grinned. “First, she said she thought you had more sense. Then, she said she hopes this makes you happy.” Her smile fell. “You’ve been pretty miserable since you came back.”

      I gazed at the cup of green tea in front of me. “I know. I’m sorry I’ve complicated everything for you. I just miss… you know.” But she didn’t know. Not really. This had to be my fresh start. I looked her in the eye. “I’ll pay rent. Tell Angela that I won’t sponge off her. I’ll find my own place as soon as I can.”

      “You need a job first.”

      “Don’t remind me. I think it’s pretty impressive just how much I’ve fucked up my life,” I said. “I mean, I’ve lost my family, my job, my place at college, and the father of my child. I’m on a freaking roll here. I should win some kind of epic failure award.”

      “Hey, you still have me.”

      “I used to wish for your drama back. When things got bad and dangerous, I would think of our nights out, of the arguments with Darren and stupidly walking in the cold late at night. I missed you so much.”

      “Then why didn’t you come home? I don’t understand where you’ve been, Cara.”

      I sighed. “I couldn’t find my way. And I had something I needed to do. I can’t believe I’ve been pregnant this entire time. You couldn’t even guess what’s been happening.”

      “So tell me. Tell me something. At least tell me what happened to your shoulder and calf. They looked nasty the first night. And you were thin before, but you came back ridiculously lean and fit. Jen next-door hired a trainer for the summer, and she got nowhere close to your figure.”

      I smiled. I doubted Jen Next-Door would have enjoyed the kind of diet I had been on.

      “Come on,” Zoe coaxed. “How did you get hurt?”

      “They’re barely scars now.” I gave her a wry smile. “I’d love to tell you, but you would think I was completely insane, at best. And I’d like you to not know some of the things I had to do.”

      She was silent for a long time. “Tell me one true thing.”

      I frowned. I could do that. One thing. I thought of the journey I made to the Fade and back again, of all of the creatures I had come across, of all of the dangers I had faced, of the lives I had willingly taken. I had been through so much. It was a little hard to believe it had all happened less than a month ago. I wished I could see them all again, to know that everyone was safe. To know that Líle had shaken off the effects of the Hauntings, that Anya had made it to the Miacha and survived being speared.

      I cleared my throat. “I fell off a horse and rolled down a hill. I didn’t know I was pregnant then, obviously.”

      She stared at me. “What the fuck kind of people were you hanging around with?”

      If only she knew. If only I could forget.
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      Alone in Zoe’s room, I turned the card the doctor had given me over in my hands. It listed a crisis number, but I couldn’t bear the thought of actually talking to someone about what I was feeling. Zoe was my best friend, but even she sometimes looked at me as if I were a monster for even considering not keeping the baby. It wasn’t as if it was even a baby yet. I squeezed my eyes shut as a flash of violet eyes came to me. Drake was haunting me. I would never see him again, but a baby meant I would never forget him.

      A website address was on the back of the card. Maybe that would help. I turned on Zoe’s laptop and typed in the URL.

      I read an article about picturing the perfect life. Did a baby fit into it? I sat back and tried to imagine my idea of bliss. I shivered as I realised that would probably be me back in the faery realm without the worries of the human world. One touch from Drake and everything would feel so much better.

      Shaking my head, I clicked through article after article. Abortion details made me squirm, adoption was a definite no-go, and the idea of raising a faery baby made me feel as though I were having a panic attack. I would never win.

      The name “Brighid” caught my eye. Curious, I clicked on a story about St. Brighid performing a miraculous abortion, removing an unwanted pregnancy as if it never happened with just a few words. How easy life would be if mistakes could be erased so effortlessly. Brighid was the goddess of fertility. I wondered what she would think of my pregnancy. I wondered what Drake would think if he knew.

      And a part of me already knew what I had to do.
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      As I dressed for my first appointment, I stared at my stomach in Zoe’s full-length mirror. Turning to the side for a better look, I made a face. Was that a bump? An actual shape?

      Shrugging off the thought, I finished getting ready and headed downstairs. Zoe’s mother stood in the kitchen with a cup of tea, a wrinkle marring her smooth forehead.

      “Hey, Angela,” I said, feeling awkward. “Um, I didn’t know you were going to be here today. How’s the new job?”

      “Good. Great, actually. It’s been refreshing, you know, getting back out there after all of these years.” She put down her cup and smiled at me. “All set?”

      “Looks like it.” I rubbed my wrist. “Listen, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you myself. I swear I didn’t know I was pregnant when I came here.”

      “I can’t say it didn’t come as a surprise, but you’re no trouble. You’re welcome to stay here as long as you need. You’ve been a friend to Zoe for a long time. She needs to be a friend to you right now, so let her.”

      “But I can’t depend on her forever. Don’t worry. I’m going to find a place soon. I’ll be out of the way.”

      “And Zoe will go with you.” She sighed. “You need to see your mother, Cara. She’ll want to be there for you.”

      “She couldn’t be there when it counted.”

      “So she’s run out of chances? Is that what you’re telling yourself?”

      I didn’t know what to say to that, so I just kept my mouth shut.

      “I don’t know your mother well, but I know what it’s like to be the parent of a child who would like nothing better than to run away from you. She would love to feel involved, even if it’s only in a small way.”

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do yet. I mean… I’m not cut out for motherhood. I’m a disaster.”

      “We’re all disasters. We all make mistakes. I can’t tell you everything is going to be okay. All I can do is tell you about my experience, how something truly wonderful helped me forget about how miserable the rest of my life was. Having Zoe kept me going. She needed me, so I never quite gave up on her father because I thought having both parents around was the ideal family, a perfect life for her.”

      “That’s not how she tells it,” I blurted. I slapped my hand over my mouth. “Oh, Angela, I’m so sorry. I—”

      She shook her head. “I know how Zoe feels. When her father left, she blamed me, but for the first time, I was free. She doesn’t see how I’ve been changing, but I’ve been suffocated my entire life, and now I’m finally learning how to be myself. No matter what happens, no matter what we all go through, it’s never too late to find a way to like ourselves.”

      I stared at her in surprise. That was probably the most I had ever heard her speak.

      Zoe flounced into the room, mumbling about hospital appointment cards and urine samples. She looked up and saw both of us standing there. “Good, you’re ready. The bus comes every few minutes, so we’ve plenty of time to get there early. You should eat before we leave.”

      I turned toward the door. “No time. We need to be in and out of there as quickly as possible so I can make it to my next shift at work.” I had found part-time work in a cafe. It wasn’t enough, but it would have to do.

      I was terrified to tell my boss that I was pregnant. I had already dealt with the police, who had threatened to charge me with wasting their time and resources for making everyone think I had gone missing. I was slowly ticking boxes, preparing for a brand new fae-free life—except for the baby I still had no idea what to do with. Everyone kept encouraging me to embrace motherhood, but I was such a fuck-up that even the thought of having anything to do with influencing a child made me break out in hives.

      “At this stage, it’s very easy for your blood sugar to drop,” Angela said.

      “Come on,” Zoe coaxed. “You must be hungry. Please?”

      I smiled. “Maybe I’ll eat something on the way, Ma.”

      Zoe looked happier. “Whatever. I’m looking forward to this. Sometimes you get to see the baby.”

      I sighed. “Really?”

      “Yeah, it’s not a big scan or anything, but it’s something.” She caught on to the look on my face and cleared her throat. “Um, we should get going.”

      “Good luck,” Angela said.

      I still hadn’t reconciled myself with the fact I was pregnant. I couldn’t accept it. It didn’t seem right, and it didn’t feel right, so I kept acting as though it wasn’t happening. I couldn’t escape the hospital appointment, though, not with Zoe around to remind me every five seconds.

      We took a bus to the hospital. The place was packed with baby-bumps and children and awkward-looking men who stood along the walls as if they hoped to be forgotten. I sat in the queue next to Zoe. She held my hand for support, but I wasn’t worried. I was unfeeling. I had swallowed any emotion I might have had. All of that practice had come in handy.

      First, I saw a midwife and had go through my medical history, of which there was little. The questions about the father were awkward, mostly because of me. When she asked me if he was foreign, I stuttered for a moment. He was Irish, technically, but he was definitely foreign. And no, I didn’t know if he had any history of seizures or heart conditions or anything about him really. He was gone, and he wasn’t coming back.

      By the time the midwife finished with me, I was wiped. But there was still a long way to go. In the bloods room, I almost fainted. That was kind of comical. I had been bitten by the fenris, shot with an arrow—twice—seen and felt the blood of the dying, and covered in other people’s lifeblood. Yet I got weak at the sight of a needle piercing my vein.

      The nurse joked with Zoe as she handed me a fizzy drink. She had seen it all before, apparently. “Drink up,” she told me. “Don’t want you falling on the floor when you leave here.”

      I did as she said and thought of the Miacha. They had truly cared. One had even congratulated me. Idiot me thought she meant something about having a king again, but they had known I was pregnant. No wonder they had been so horrified at me riding a horse like Dubh “in my condition.” The things that made sense later… hindsight really was twenty-twenty.

      The queue for the doctor was long. I wanted to scream as we approached. After all of the freedom of a journey in the Fae realm, there I was, stuck in a life of routine and ritual all over again. Two doors stood in front of our rows of seats. In one was the experienced doctor, the leader of the team. In the other was most likely a student. Some women waited longer for the main doctor, but I just wanted to get out of there.

      Zoe started flipping through a book of baby names she pulled from her bag. “What about Minerva?”

      “Are you freaking kidding me right now?”

      She shrugged. “It was just a suggestion.”

      “No, I meant the book!”

      She held it up. “I bought it for you.”

      “I’m so not ready for names, Zoe.”

      She mumbled something I didn’t catch and turned the page. “Ooh, Morgan. I’m keeping that one. You can’t have it.”

      I blew my fringe off my forehead.

      “Your baby can’t have the same initial as mine. How does Niamh sound?”

      I sent a death stare her way until she took the hint and shut the up. When my turn came, I willingly stepped into the junior doctor’s room. She wasn’t Irish either, and somehow that was comforting. She spoke softly; I barely heard her when she asked me to lie on the table. She felt my abdomen with capable hands, measuring my womb, then she squirted clear jelly on my bare stomach. I wanted to curl up away from it, but she worked it all over.

      “A scan?” Zoe couldn’t hide her excitement.

      The doctor smiled for the first time. “You won’t see much, not at this stage.”

      She pulled the machine closer. It looked ancient, but something was happening on screen. She moved a white instrument all over my stomach, and the grainy picture moved with it.

      I cleared my throat. “I, um, didn’t know I was pregnant, and I—”

      “Plenty of women drink or smoke before realising they’re pregnant,” she said, but she was frowning at the screen. “Most suffer no ill effects.”

      “No, I was more… adventurous. Like horse-riding, rock-climbing, stuff like that. I fell. Had some injuries.”

      Bomp, bomp, bomp! The loud, fast sound filled the room.

      “What the hell is that?” I asked in a panic.

      “The heartbeat,” Zoe whispered in awe.

      “Nice and strong.” The doctor nodded as if satisfied. “How many weeks do you think you are?”

      “I have no idea,” I said truthfully.

      “Hmm.” She pointed at the screen. “See this movement here? It’s the heart beating.” She traced a line with her finger. “And this is your baby.”

      I stared at the screen, stunned. For the first time, I thought of the being inside of me as an actual baby. The heartbeat was hard and strong, never faltering.

      “Wow,” I said. “She’s fighting for it.”

      “She?” The doctor sounded amused.

      “It just came out,” I said.

      “Sometimes instincts are right. I’m confused by the dating. The measurements are off.”

      I raised my head a little. “Is she… I mean, is it okay? Is there something wrong?”

      “Wrong?” She shook her head, but she was staring at the screen as if puzzled by something.

      Zoe’s hand in mine flinched, and I realised how tight I was holding it.

      “Sorry,” I whispered.

      Zoe was mesmerized by the screen. I didn’t blame her. It was all kinds of awesome.

      I couldn’t make out much, but that heartbeat said everything to me. The baby wanted to live. The kid deserved a chance, whether it was right for me and the rest of the world or not. And once I started thinking that, I couldn’t go back. “I kind of… didn’t think of her… it… as a baby before. More like… an alien. Or a parasite.”

      “Cara!” Zoe sounded horrified.

      “That’s normal.” The doctor handed me some blue paper tissue to clean off the jelly. “It’s kind of a miracle when you think about it. You created a person inside of you. Only you can provide for that person until they leave your body. And yes, they are a little parasitical. They will take the best from you, so make sure you’re eating well. You look a little thin.”

      “She’s been stressed,” Zoe confided.

      The doctor nodded. “No wonder. It’s a shocking change to be in charge of your own body one moment and have to share it the next.”

      I bit down on my laughter. She had basically described Drake and Brendan.

      She patted my arm. “But women do it every day. There are plenty of people out there who know exactly what you’re going through.” She gave my stomach one last glance before I covered myself. “Go back outside and make an appointment for a full scan. That’s the one with the pictures. That’s when it starts feeling real.” She hesitated. “I’m going to recommend they bump you on the queue and give you an early scan. There’s no reason to worry, but if, for whatever reason, we can’t… see everything, we like to be more thorough.”

      I knew most people had to wait months for a scan, and the idea of an early one terrified me. Something was wrong.
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      The following month, I woke up on the morning of the full scan after about two hours of restless sleep. Zoe surprised me with a tiny babygro that read, “I love Mum.”

      “Zoe,” I chided, “it’s too early to buy things.”

      “It’s not bad luck if it’s this small. It’s just one thing. Hold it. It’s so cute.”

      We took turns oohing and aahing over the clothing, wondering how anything could be so small.

      “This is bizarre,” I said. “I can’t imagine having a baby. What if I break it?”

      “So you’re keeping it?”

      I made a face. “I can’t think of anything else to do. I made her. I’m responsible for her.”

      “Her?” She laughed. “That’s what did it, seeing her on that screen and giving her a gender.”

      “I know.” I rubbed my face. “It was different. Hearing the heartbeat was…”

      “Scary, amazing, and a million other words that just aren’t strong enough.”

      “I was going to say real. It’s starting to sink in now.”

      She ran her fingers along the clothing laid cross her arm. “You know, I always expected to be first.”

      “What?”

      “You know what I mean. I was with Darren for so long, and you were never interested in anyone for longer than a week. I just assumed I would do it first—be a mother, start a family. It’s not like I was planning on it or anything. It’s not like I want to do it right now. I just thought… it would be me.”

      “I’m sorry I took this from you.”

      She frowned. “You didn’t take anything from me. You haven’t even been here.”

      “I’m sorry about that, too. I should have been here for your breakup. I should have been around for you whenever you needed me. I left, and I didn’t even warn you I was going. I don’t know how you’ve forgiven me.”

      She gave a dry laugh. “Who says I’ve forgiven you? I’m just glad you’re back. I’ve missed you.”

      “How have things been with you and your mam? You seem to be getting along better now.”

      She folded the babygro. “I think I understand her now. Either that or she’s mellowed out. I dunno. The older I get, the less she annoys me. That’s good, right?”

      “That’s great. I’m glad for you.”

      “Maybe it would be the same for you.” She glanced away. “You never know.”

      “We should get going,” I said. “I hear you have to wait for hours for the scan.”

      She gave me a pitying look, but she dropped the subject.

      We went straight to the hospital. The waiting room was filled with lots of other people, but somebody must have fast tracked me because I skipped the queue. I only had to wait twenty minutes, despite hearing other people complain of being there for over an hour already.

      Zoe squeezed my hand as we headed to the room. “That was lucky.”

      That meant bad news. I was sure of it. Something was off about my faery baby.

      The sonologist kept smiling as she performed the scan. The image was clearer than last time. I could see the actual baby shape, along with legs and a head that looked way too large.

      “Everything looks fine,” the sonologist said, but she bit her lip.

      “No wings?” I asked jokingly.

      She chuckled. “Everything is in the right place. No extras. The baby is larger than I expected, though. Longer. I think there’s been some confusion over your dates. Your obstetrician’s team put you at about sixteen weeks pregnant by now, but I’m seeing more like twenty.”

      My stomach still looked pretty flat. But twenty weeks meant I could be halfway to becoming a mother for real. I would be in charge of a tiny infant who had no idea what the world had in store for them. I felt faint again.

      “Just rest and close your eyes,” the sonologist said soothingly. “I’ll print out a few pictures for you, and you can head home and relax.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut. What if the baby really did grow wings? Drake had been six or so when he got his wings. His father had torn away his skin to reveal them. Oh, my God! I wanted to throw up. My child was related
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