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			Matthew, for loving me in all forms.

			I adore you.

			1.

			Heather

			I’ve always dreamt of my wedding day. Heck, back when I was a kid, I’d make my Barbies kiss and craft avant-garde dresses for them out of old lace trimmings and tissues. The poofier the better. When I got older, I’d flip through Pinterest and magazines and daydream about what kind of dress I’d wear. I decided ages ago that I’d have an autumn wedding, and I knew in my heart that, one day, I’d walk down a flower-lined aisle with my mom holding my arm. I’d gaze at my partner, tears in our eyes, as we prepared for our next chapter. Despite my many plans and daydreams, I never expected Mothman to be involved—especially as the person I’d fallen madly in love with—but here we are.

			If the gossip blogs got a hold of this, it would be “A BURNT-OUT INFLUENCER AND CRYPTID MEET IN THE WOODS, WHAT HAPPENS NEXT WILL SHOCK YOU!”

			And they’d be right because true love is something I never thought I’d find out here, especially with the local forest monster.

			As the two of us sip tea after a long day of final decisions, I couldn’t be happier at this twist of fate. In one week, we’ll be husband and wife. The weight of the titles doesn’t feel restrictive or daunting. Ever since this man fell off my roof two years ago, I knew I could spend the rest of my life with him.

			“I’m so happy.” I sigh, taking his clawed hand in mine.

			“Which is why you have been shouting at me about centerpieces for the last few hours?” His deep voice rumbles as he rubs his temple with his free hand. Okay, I’ll admit, maybe, just maybe, I’ve been a little much today. However, plum and burgundy are not the same color. Of anyone I know, Moth should know this. He’s spent years in the woods among nature, right?

			“Babe, there is no one I’d rather shout about centerpieces with,” I tease, releasing my grip on his hand to hold tight to his middle. My chin rests flat on his stomach as I watch his perfect mouth rise into a fang-filled smile. You think I’d be used to our height difference by now, but seeing him like this makes me want to call off all my plans for the night and climb him like a tree. 

			“Yes, that has become very clear.” He chuckles. His large hands grasp my hips, hoisting me up until our lips are flush and—God, what we’re we arguing about again? His mouth presses tenderly against mine. Colors. A wedding. The only thing that really matters is I get kisses like this 24/7. A giggle rises through my chest until I’m laughing and feel his smile against my lips.

			“I could be so much less chill. You know that, right?” I deepen the kiss as his hands cage my waist, and you know what? Maybe burgundy and plum are closer than I thought… 

			“Mmm,” he murmurs, and okay, I could also be more chill. Honestly, he’s lucky we agreed on an intimate ceremony and reception, despite my overflowing Pinterest board and the pressure from both families to do something grand. When we got to making the guest list, it became clear we only wanted our close friends. Which means I’ve gotten to splurge on little details, like the aforementioned centerpieces. I get the dreamy autumn aesthetic I’ve always wanted, Moth gets a quiet affair, and most importantly, we both get a partner for life. Plus, Holly has smuggled over half of our decor from the fae realm. I think she’s still trying to make amends with me for trying to break Moth and I up last year, which has honestly been pretty cute. Of all the sisters-in-law I could have ended up with, I’m glad to have Holly. Sure, she’s still a little stabby, but I think the two of us are finally becoming friends.

			Glancing up at the clock, I untangle myself from my cryptid fiancé and make my way toward the door. Holly will be here any second to take Rosie, Clara, and me to the bachelorette party she’s spent the last few months planning, which means they’ll all start arriving any minute now.

			“I know I’ve been a little nitpicky.” I sigh, turning my attention back to my husband-to-be. “But I just want it to be perfect.”

			A sympathetic smile crosses Moth’s face. His concern for the aesthetics of our wedding day may not be as strong as mine, but he still understands how important all of this is. After a few simple vows, he and I will be married. The whole thing should be terrifying. In the grand scheme of things, we haven’t been together for all that long, but I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.

			I love Moth more than I ever thought possible, and I can’t wait ’til I get to call him my husband.

			His deep red eyes soften as he rises, pulling me tighter into his arms. Despite my tension, I melt against his body. We’re in this together, all of it. 

			He scoops me back in for another kiss before placing me back on my feet. His clawed fingers tenderly brush a few stray hairs away from my face. “It will be everything you desire.”

			“Hellooo, who is ready to party?” Rosie’s voice catches my attention, followed by a few knocks on the door.

			“The humans have arrived.” Moth sighs, leaning down to rest his forehead against mine. With his height, it must look comical. 

			“Probably shouldn’t call your friends ‘the humans.’” I stick my tongue out before heading to the door.

			He grumbles, and I catch a hint of something underneath the grumpy expression I can’t quite put my finger on. He might be getting more comfortable around Rosie and Clara, but even after all this time, it feels like he’s holding back on our double dates. Hopefully, one day, he can fully be himself around more people than just me.

			“Soon I’ll be all yours,” I say, fluttering up to a quick peck on the cheek.

			“You are already mine, and I am yours,” he whispers, tenderly stroking the length of my face before retrieving a dramatic cloak from the rack by the door to drape over my shoulders. “But yes. In just a few days it will be proclaimed in front of everyone.” 

			I laugh. He’s always so serious. When I open the door, falling leaves cascade from the trees in red and burnt orange. They shower upon my friends’ heads, who all appear to have simultaneously arrived. 

			Holly stands stiffly between the couple, and honestly with their loud hair color and style, it’s hard to tell who’s a human and who’s a faerie without the wings. 

			“Are you ready for your hen party?” Clara says, looping an arm in mine, as the trio guide me down the steps of the wraparound porch and into the woods.

			“Was I supposed to procure birds?” Holly stops in her tracks, her face suddenly a ghostly shade of white.

			“You forgot the hens?” Rosie gasps, placing her hand on her chest. I watch Holly’s face go blank as she straightens, puts her heels together, and nods with the determination of a soldier.

			“I will remedy this at once,” she says, rushing off to God knows where. 

			“Holly, wait! No, they’re kidding!” I shout after her, laughter overflowing from us at her bewildered expression.

			“So, no birds?” my future sister-in-law asks, tilting her head.

			“No birds.” I nod. “I’m sure whatever you’ve prepared is perfect.” And preferably doesn’t involve swordplay.

			“Enjoy the evening.” Moth comes down the steps to steal one more kiss I will happily give. His lips taste like worry and wanting—the need to keep me close, but the knowledge that sometimes, we have to spread our wings separately.

			Sprout has followed us down from the house. His fur has gotten so long and fluffy he appears to be floating like a dark cloud down the steps. As per usual, he’s walking closely at my heels. The two of us have become pretty inseparable in the past year. 

			“Sprout, watch over Heather,” Moth commands, reaching down and gently patting his head.

			“Arf!” Sprout sits at attention as if he’s a guard dog and not a oversized marshmallow.

			“You trust a dog over me?” Holly whines, crossing her arms over her chest.

			“Yes.” After what she pulled when we first arrived in Eclipsica, I can’t say I blame him. I may have forgiven her for trying to break us up, but I’m not sure Moth has let his guard down.

			“I’ll be home soon,” I say, letting my wings unfurl and fluttering up to give him another kiss—a good one this time. You’d think after the dozen exchanged in the past few minutes, one of us would be sick of it, but when it comes to Moth, I only want more.

			“So, where did you park?” Clara asks, looking up and down our driveway for Holly’s car, because of course my human friends are going to assume we’re taking a logical mode of transportation and going to a run of the mill venue for my bachelorette. 

			But there’s nothing ordinary about the night Holly has planned, at least I can guess that much, the details are supposed to be a surprise. 

			“Oh, um,” I exhale. How exactly am I going to explain this? Holly leads us deeper into the woods until we reach the shining gold spot in the hollow of a large tree. 

			“How do you feel about spending the night in the faerie realm?” I ask. 
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			I had no idea what to expect when Holly took charge of my bachelorette party, but this is beyond perfect.

			The east side of the castle houses a well-maintained garden with hedge mazes—actual hedge mazes! Not only is it the dreamiest backdrop for a party, but you can almost hear the echoes of drunken escapades from the past with every step. I imagine faerie royals chasing each other through the overgrown hedges of the maze, drinking wine, and having the time of their lives. Best of all? Now we get to add to the gorgeous memories. 

			My buttery yellow dress spills out of the dainty white garden chair, and the smell of lavender punch and faerie wine practically sings through the air. Holly has spared no detail, making sure the tables are lined with allergy-friendly treats. She even dressed to theme in a light-colored periwinkle dress that matches her hair, a breastplate with butterflies etched into the silver over top. 

			She hands me a cone of rose candy floss with a look of uncertainty on her usually stoic face.

			“I love this so much,” I say, taking a bite of the cloudlike candy and letting the honeyed taste of flowers melt across my tongue. Incredible. Reason 1001 for not making assumptions about people. I never thought Holly would pull off such an amazing and thoughtful garden party.

			“Mother helped me with the decorations. To say I achieved this on my own would be untrue,” Holly admits, casting her eyes downward while her feet shuffle almost nervously, “But I am glad this makes you happy.”

			Happy is an understatement. I’m overjoyed, but also relieved. I half-expected a night of ax throwing and dueling. Instead, she’s fully customized this night for me. Best of all, most of my very best friends are here. 

			Ruby, who looks like a literal star dressed in silver sparkles, the gown beautiful against her dark brown skin. She greets us at the portal with hugs and a warm introduction to our human party guests. Widow shut the dress shop down for the night just to come celebrate. 

			Sure, Rosie and Clara are … understandably shocked about the whole portal travel thing. They spend the first thirty minutes whispering, “What the fuck?” which, like, honestly, is so fair. Thankfully, they’re adjusting, I think. Widow whisking them away and offering them clothing samples to “match the theme” certainly is helping. Still, they mouth the words “What?” to each other now and then—which seems like an improvement, so I’ll take it. 

			Now we’re all in pastel colors, and despite the human realm being in the thralls of autumn, it’s nice to enjoy a night that feels like spring, we even adorn Sprout with a yellow ribbon so the two of us match.

			Together, we sip alcoholic and non-alcoholic drinks, while listening to one of Rosie’s killer Spotify playlists. Holly even hired Oak to paint our portrait, and considering no one can stop giggling, that might have been a terrible idea.

			“You may together be the embodiment of a lovely bouquet of flowers, but you are absolutely the worst group of models I’ve ever seen,” he huffs, setting down his paintbrush. “I beg you: stop moving.”

			His frustration makes the giggles worse. I’ve been sticking to the punch for fear of a flare-up so close to the wedding day, and clearly don’t need booze for the sillies to kick in. 

			“Oh, here!” Rosie says, handing him her cell phone. After a quick tutorial on how to use the camera, Oak captures our picture in an instant, and I promise to have it printed so he can use it as a reference if he ever wants to finish the painting.

			“Such technology is certainly a novelty here,” he says wistfully, giving me a look I pretend not to see. There are things Oak and I have talked about in the past year that I don’t want anyone else to hear—or, frankly, discuss tonight.

			“You are truly having a good time?” Holly asks, snapping me back to the present, blissful moment. “I conferred with our chefs to make sure nothing would trouble your diet, and since you enjoy photographs, Moth suggested the backdrop and portrait—I did not plan for music or games, so I am thankful for your humans.” 

			“Holly, seriously, relax. It’s perfect.” I pull her into a hug, and she stiffens against me; we’ve come a long way since the drama of last year, and though she still has some walls up, it’s nice to see her trying. I just wish she would worry less. Holding a grudge against her is impossible, even if I wanted to.

			“Okay, games!” Clara rummages through her purse, pulling out a stack of papers and pens, passing them out to each of the guests. She is still a little jittery, but she seems to have finally gotten comfortable. The suit she’s wearing is covered in peonies in deep blue, and considering most of the time I see her she’s wearing overalls, it’s cute the way she twirls, letting the coattails billow as she walks. 

			“Oooh, I have wondered what kind of games mortals play at these affairs,” Oak says, ditching his post to lounge on a picnic blanket between Ruby and Widow. With the grace of a cat, he rolls on his stomach, propping up his head with his hands. “What will the stakes be?”

			“Oh, well…” Clara holds up her own paper to show the group “It’s a mystical thing called a survey, one of those ‘who knows the couple best’ kind of things, and the prize…” 

			“A cluster of gemstones?” Ruby asks, a competitive gleam now flickering in her eyes.

			“A satchel of gold?” Oak offers. I note, with a smirk, that he seems to be sitting awfully close to everyone’s favorite seamstress. They would make a cute couple. 

			“The blood of our enemies?” Holly asks, and everyone roars with laughter. Well, everyone except for Clara, who gives me a wide-eyed look. I shake my head and lip the words, “She’s joking.”

			“Close!” Rosie chimes with a wicked grin. “It’s a gift card to a local coffee shop.”

			My lovely gaggle of faeries tilt their heads in confusion while I stifle a laugh. Considering we live in the middle of nowhere, my sweet neighbors had to drive upwards of an hour to get that little piece of plastic. It’s not a gift to be taken lightly.

			“Sounds like the winner gets a field trip to the mortal realm,” Oak announces loudly.

			The group erupts into chaos before straightening up, as if they’re ready to take a college exam and spent the entire night studying.

			“She is my future sister-in-law,” Holly sneers. “I will win and have this adventure.”

			“Well, she’s our best friend,” Ruby says, wrapping an arm around Oak, ever-so-slightly pulling him away from Widow, who I notice is now wearing a frown on her bright red lips. “We will be formidable rivals.”

			“Not so fast!” Rosie argues, not so quick to give up the fight. “She’s our best friend too, and playing as a team is not allowed.”

			“Okay, you are all my best friends, so calm down,” I say with as much authority as I can muster. Honestly, how can I pretend I’m not loving this? A few years ago, I could easily count my genuine friends on one hand, and now I’m surrounded by these wonderful people, and they’re fighting over me! This may be one of the best moments of my life—until the wedding, of course. I love them all so much. 

			“Question one!” Clara announces. “How did our happy couple meet?”

			“Oh, that’s easy: he fell on her roof,” Rosie replies—loudly. Everyone scribbles down their answers with smiles across their faces. 

			“Shh.” Clara shakes her head. “Do you want to win this or not, babe?”

			“Sorry!” She laughs. “Ignore me.” And if the others want to win, I hope they ignore her. Technically, Rosie is incorrect—but, by the smug expression on Holly and Ruby’s faces, it’s a detail I don’t think they remember as they copy Rosie’s answer.

			“Wrong! Heather fell out of a tree and Moth saved her,” Clara announces, placing a hand on her hip as if she knew all along and the answers aren’t written on the card in front of her. 

			“How romantic! Why don’t you ever tell that part of the story?” Ruby asks, casting her amber gaze in my direction.

			“Because I thought he was going to kill me.”

			“Ah, people love a twist—leave it in next time,” Clara teases, shuffling the deck of cards, gaining a look of approval from Holly. “Okay, second question! Where was their first date?” 

			“That grubby little diner you took me to on my last visit!” Holly replies with her head held high. If she managed to pay attention to the rules, she might actually win this thing.

			“You’re going to need to write down the answers if you want to win,” Clara reminds her, pressing a hand to her forehead. “Who said ‘I love you’ first?”

			Me. I don’t mention that I shouted it during a fight, but whatever, it still counts.

			“Who is messier?”

			 Honestly, that’s a tie. We both leave coffee cups all over the house, although my clothes are normally scattered as well. Moth still hates wearing pants. 

			“Where will they be going on their honeymoon?”

			Queen Plume offered us their summer chateau in the Butterfly Court. It’s apparently in the middle of fields of flowers, totally secluded and, considering I still haven’t seen much of Eclipsica beyond Moth’s territory, was hard to say “no” to. Meanwhile, Clara and Rosie are trying to peer pressure us into doing a joint theme park trip in Florida for their anniversary, which Moth is understandably on the fence about. The truth is though, we haven’t actually decided on anywhere, though Moth seems like he has something sneaky he’s been planning. 

			The group shouts, writes, and debates their answers while I comfortably sit watching the chaos unfold before excusing myself to refill my lavender punch.

			Oak sidles up beside me. Ugh. I guess there’s no use putting this off any longer. 

			“Dropping out of the game?” I ask. I know he wants to talk, but I figured he’d be more competitive…

			“You know I’m seeking answers of a different kind,” Oak says, tapping his foot expectedly. 

			“Oh, come on, it’s a party. My party,” I whine. It’s not that I’ve been avoiding him the entire party … except I have. Oak and I have been exchanging letters over the last few months. He throws one through the portal and I send one back before it closes. Unless I miss it, then I have to wait until he realizes and sends another message. Moth thinks it’s nice–like an interdimensional pen pal.

			The brunette faerie leans in closer to me, a hungry gleam in his eyes. “Have you told your betrothed what we’ve discussed?”

			“The thing is…”

			“Which is a ‘no.’” Oak runs his fingers through his messy hair. 

			“It’s a yes. We’ve talked…” I shake my head. “And it’s a no. I just didn’t know how to tell you because…” 

			Because it’s all I have been thinking about, besides, of course, the wedding.

			“You have mentioned the cabin like it’s something you’ve outgrown,” he grumbles, crossing his arms. “And we’ve talked at length about how your creativity could—”

			“Oak! That doesn’t mean I want to move to Eclipsica!” 

			He hushes me, but luckily our friends are too focused on the game to pay attention to our very annoying conversation.

			“Clearly you have not explained our exciting business venture well enough!” he says, his amber eyes flaring. I feel badly that I’ve made him wait this long for an answer, but our communication has been shoddy—and a shining example of why this just won’t work. Still, the idea of it makes something in my heart ache with longing. 

			A portrait studio attached to Widow’s dress shop. It would use a mix of mortal supplies—like instant cameras, film, ring lights and other bobbles—and Oak’s talent when it comes to painting. When he saw how I art-directed for Moth’s portrait and my portfolio, Oak became interested in bringing me on as a partner. The few times he’s visited our cabin we’ve made some really fun pieces too; same for whenever Moth and I visit the castle. Not only have we become great friends, but we work well together.

			And the thing is, I love the idea. Sure, I’m overwhelmed by the logistics—like how do we explain bringing mortal tech to Eclipsica? A studio like this would be run-of-the-mill in the mortal realm, but here? The novelty alone would drive business to us, but also to Widow’s shop, which, thanks to Queen Plume and Ruby wearing her pieces in court, is finally blooming.

			“Moth said he’d support anything I wanted…” 

			I enjoy spending time here without the pressures of royal life—Oak knows that. Still, I’m happiest at home with Moth. It’s a soft, comfortable life, but that doesn’t change the fact that it feels like something is shifting…

			“So then … I don’t understand.” Oak rocks back and forth on his heel. “You want to say ‘yes,’ correct? Why is it not a ‘yes’?” 

			“Because I don’t want to move here,” I explain. Not when my half my friends, mom, and home would be a world away. “The magic you use for letters is—”

			“Finnicky?” 

			I nod. Making a leap this big could change everything, and that’s not something I’m willing to do. Last year, we made our choice. I’ll help Oak out by giving him some equipment and whatever novelties he needs, but commuting to work with only one portal? Yeah, that’s not going to work.

			“But what if—”

			“It’s not like I can get on a bus.” I sigh, shaking my head. “Oh, a bus is like a big mode of transport—” 

			“I know what a bus is, Heather,” Oak snaps. 

			“Okay, well! The magic is weird, and I can’t rely on you or Holly to pick me up every single day. What if something happens to Queen Plume’s portal and I’m stuck here?” 

			The few times we’ve hung out, Oak is always at least two hours late. He says time runs differently in the faerie realm, but I suspect it has more to do with him losing track of time with a certain seamstress. Who, given the way she is looking at me from across the garden, absolutely knows what we’re talking about.

			I have been actively working on the whole people-pleasing thing. I’m not about to give in to peer pressure at my own bachelorette party!

			“What I am hearing is,” he begins with hope in his eyes, “if I can find some way to reliably steal you away, we can discuss this again?” I glance toward our friends. Holly stares for just a moment before returning her attention to the game. 

			Ugh, I need to keep it down. She would jump at the chance to have us move closer. 

			“Oak,” I say warningly, but the ache for a new creative opportunity burns in my chest. “Look, if you did somehow figure out a way to make the commute normal, I would love to. It’s just—even now, the idea of something happening and not being able to get back is terrifying. Besides, I still haven’t even told my mom about all of this. I want to before the wedding, but it’s just…” 

			“A lot?” he offers, finally seeming to understand. He lays a delicate hand on my shoulder. “Let us table this ’til after your nuptials, yes? I am sorry for my overzealous nature, but you should know that I’m ordering a sign next week. I’d like to know if I should engrave your name upon it.” 

			“Nuptials and honeymoon. Look, either way, I don’t need my name on a sign. I’ll set you up with all the goods before opening day, okay?” I plead. “You’ll make something amazing with or without me.” 

			“I do not mean to pressure you, my friend.” He perks up, shaking the crestfallen expression into something that resembles a smile. “Whatever you decide, I will support, but I truly think a collaboration between the three of us could be wonderful. I can feel the creativity ready to burst from your veins.” 

			“Me too,” I agree. “But I like my cozy life in the mortal realm too. I wish I could have my cake and eat it or whatever.” 

			Oak opens his mouth to speak, but we’re interrupted by a chorus of shrieks, clapping, and my steely sister-in-law’s protests. 

			“I won!” Ruby shouts, rising from her seat as the party cheers.

			“Not fair! She’s written half of the things I answered verbally.” Holly crosses her arms. 

			“I mean, you kinda gave those answers to everyone.” I laugh, giving Ruby a thumbs up. Heck yes, if anyone deserves a day out for coffee, it’s the busy mom in the group. Regarding the rest of the bridal party, I raise my mocktail into the air. “Now, who wants to run through a hedge maze?” 

			2.

			Moth

			A wedding. 

			My lips quirk into a smile. For all the time wandering around this mortal plane, I never thought I would see the day. Heather has only been in my life for a short time; even still, I cannot imagine a day without her. I want to make this as special as she has dreamt of. Especially considering there are variables in our lives she never considered. She is a faerie, a bride—my bride. 

			Butterflies swell in my chest at the thought of seeing her dressed in something white with frills—my perfect confection. I am thankful she’s bonded so well with a seamstress like Widow. I have ensured her favorite items have been altered to accommodate her wings. Still, neither of us mind our space well and tend to bump into things around the cabin. She seems more comfortable now, especially with access to her full wardrobe. 

			And though I have not been permitted to see her gown before our wedding day, I know my flame would look like a goddess in anything. I trust Widow has created a garment that will complement her perfectly. 

			Yes. It seems wherever my flame goes, warmth follows. She has found comfort with my family and her friendships. She acts with an ease that I find admirable, aspirational even. Often, I am teased for my standoffish nature. Brooding, grumpy, even strange. In truth, I am most comfortable when I can simply observe. Both here and in the other realm. It is only Heather I feel I can be completely myself with. 

			Even after denouncing my title and crown, the mere act of thinking of Eclipsica has been challenging, to say the very least. 

			My memories of what life was like come back in hazy waves, flowing into pages of a novel I am convinced I will never finish. Despite endless conversations with Heather, I have a strange feeling that my past is a dream, and there is nothing before her. 

			“Brain Fog” is what Heather calls it, and it certainly is fitting. My mind is a swamp and my past lost in the marshy waters. 

			For a moment, I stand at the window and watch my flame disappear into the woods, Sprout following close at her heels. It is odd watching her go, knowing she’ll be a world away from me, if only for one night. The portal that my mother keeps under lock and key from the rest of the realm will bring her home safe, but that doesn’t relieve the uneasiness when I think of her so far from my reach. 

			Eclipsica should feel like home, and yet this is where I’m most comfortable, despite how cramped our living conditions have become. I do not regret returning, not in the slightest, but this cannot be home forever. Not while Heather is learning to stretch her wings and hone her skills. And this restlessness is not just my own. I have seen tabs on a website called Zillow pulled up on her phone when she thinks I am not looking. 

			I know my flame well enough to know when she is hiding a desire. And there is no desire I will leave unmet. Smirking to myself, I turn on the electric kettle. We have a rule against secrets, but a surprise after our wedding?

			I hope it will be well received. 

			After I pour myself a blend of black tea and rose, I put a record on the player. It is a collection of old country songs, reminiscent of the radio signals I heard when I first arrived in this realm. How domesticated I’ve become since hiding in the bunkers of Point Pleasant, but then again, compared to royal life, it is quite simple.

			A simple, quiet night. I’ll enjoy my cup of tea, the tasks laid before me, and thoughts of my love until her return. 

			“Knock, knock!” 

			I groan and place my cup down. Was a guest missing from Heather’s gathering? Everyone was accounted for, or so I thought, but then again, I was distracted. I move through the cabin, finding my glamour. It’s a small necklace with a charm of pearlescent gemstones. Any human would think it had been picked up at a boutique—not from the queen of the faerie’s personal collection. Checking my reflection in the mirror, I am assured my wings and antennae are indeed hidden. However, faerie magic can’t hide everything. There’s always a tell: claws that are too long, teeth too sharp. A glamour cannot hide my bright red eyes, which Heather has easily explained away as contacts. 

			Moving to the door, I open it, revealing my future mother-in-law. Strange, she was not set to arrive until tomorrow. But she is here, her bags overflowing with what appear to be florals and craft supplies. Wonderful. 

			“Am I too late?” she gasps. “Honey said that the party started at 7, and my flight—well, I changed it last minute, so I hope…”

			She looks at the empty house. 

			“They already left, didn’t they?” she asks, her blue eyes large and glassy. She and Heather have had a rocky relationship but seem to have reached a healthy understanding of what it means to broadcast their lives online. Heather still deals with the repercussions of living her life in the flash of a cell phone, but as Marsha enters the house and puts her phone in the bin at our entryway, I am grateful for the growth she has shown. 

			I would not enjoy being vlogged.

			“They did.” I nod. Considering the woman still doesn’t know the truth of my origin, I believe it might be for the best. A night in the Fae realm is a large revelation to spring on anyone. 

			“Well, maybe I can still catch them. Are they at that tavern or one of the girls’ houses?” 

			“I am afraid I do not have the address.” 

			“How?” 

			I blink, unsure how to respond.

			“Men.” She deflates, setting her bags down in the doorway before stepping past me into the cabin. I easily lift them, carrying them the rest of the way into the house. Huh … it seems she plans on staying here this evening. 

			This is an interesting turn of events. 

			“Just as well. I don’t think she wanted me to come, anyway,” she says. I do not know how to respond. From my understanding, none of our elders had been invited. Holly promised a small gathering. 

			“I do not know if it will bring you solace, but my mother is also not in attendance.” 

			She sighs. “I guess it’s alright for her to have a night with just her friends.” She shakes her head. “Not everyone wants to be sitting next to their mother at a strip club.” 

			A what? Reflexively, my eyebrow quirks, which is apparently a laughable gesture considering the way Marsha chuckles. 

			“Oh, come on, you know what happens at these things.” She ribs me with her elbow like we are a couple of old friends.

			Apparently, I do not. 

			“At least let me help you with this mess.” She gestures to the unfinished centerpieces as she shrugs off her large pink coat. “I’m sure she’s told you how much I love a good craft project.” Marsha cracks her knuckles, seemingly ready to distract herself with the mess laid before us. 

			Moving to throw a log on the fire, I sigh. It appears I will not be spending a quiet evening alone after all. 

			[image: ]

			This will not stand. 

			No, such a hideous mockery of my flame’s wishes cannot be, just days before our wedding. Not now, not ever. I pick one of the ribbons from the table, holding the plum strand between the tip of my claws. 

			“She specifically asked for burgundy,” I seethe. 

			“Sweetie, it all matches just fine.” Marsha bats away my worries with a flick of her wrist. For a moment, her hand passes through the glamour that hides my wings from sight, causing an uncomfortable tingle down my spine. My future mother-in-law, thankfully, does not seem to notice. “You need to relax.” 

			Relax. 

			Hah. 

			Relax. So says my future mother-in-law after she’s shown up two days early with the wrong color ribbon, and a hodge-podge of craft supplies I’m not sure what to make of.

			How am I supposed to relax when the one task I was meant to complete has been bulldozed by this woman? 

			“Also, since when does the groom worry about any of this stuff?” She laughs. I cock my head, unable to gather the meaning from her words. 

			It is our wedding, and Heather has stressed its significance many times. I will do what I must to make it as wondrous as she imagines. Even if it means arguing with Marsha about the acceptable shade of ribbon, though I do not intend to treat her with anything other than respect. She is Heather’s mother, and will soon be my family as well. But as my bride is not here to defend her vision; it is a role I must not fail in.

			 Marsha skillfully blends the light purple ribbons in with the dark. I blink, watching the way the colors blend into something with more depth than just the one shade itself. 

			Perhaps this time she is right. Heather has always commended her mother’s craftiness, but it is something else to see it firsthand. Resigned, I copy the movement of her hands, weaving and tying the small ribbons around the mason jars that will eventually hold tea lights. Sure enough, they match just fine, and a small amount of tension falls from my shoulders. 

			“We really need to get you some more friends. Heather is out partying! You should be having a wild night with the guys, not making floral arrangements with your future mother-in-law.”

			“I am content with the number of friendships I have at the present,” I say with a shrug. My life is more social than it has been in decades. And it is unsurprising: who would not want to bask in the glow of my flame? She seems to attract admirers and friends wherever we go, and I am happy to watch her effortlessly go into those relationships. We all have our talents. She is the light, and I am happy she joins me in the shadows each evening. 

			“As outgoing as ever.” She laughs, tying another ribbon around a mason jar. “But you’re cute. I’ll give Heather that.” 

			“Honestly, I didn’t really need to come early, did I?” She rises from the table, “You two probably could handle all this before the wedding day. I never thought she’d want something so small. Then again, this whole thing came out of left field. I never thought she’d want to step out of the spotlight. I’m glad she did though…” 

			Words I never thought I would hear Heather’s mother say. 

			“You are?” 

			“Well, yeah!” She smiles. “Who knew she’d find such a handsome man to settle down with—and crafty too!” After admiring my handiwork on the centerpieces, her gaze picks up as she appraises the large archway in our small living room. It still requires the addition of fresh flowers. Mother is having them brought in from the garden. I would be happy to get married surrounded by just the trees, but it’s been touching for Heather to see everyone come together to make our day special, and I love to see her smile. 

			“She’s happy with you,” Marsha says taking on a more serious tone. “Frankly, I’ve never seen her so happy. Not in a long time, at least. A few missing details will not change that.”

			“Your daughter is everything to me.” 

			“Good,” she says. “God, I’m going to have the most beautiful grandchildren one day.” 

			My flame has always said that her mother takes only five minutes to ruin a heart-to-heart moment. I think we nearly made record time on this attempt. 

			“Still, I’m surprised, these life changes are all fast for her.” She shakes her head. I can understand the apprehension. Her only child is marrying a man she herself has not come to know. Marsha and I have spent very little time together. I suppose I should be grateful for the opportunity to bond with her. 

			“The phrase I have heard Heather use is ‘when you know you know.’ And I believe it is the correct sentiment,” I offer, wondering how long this conversation will persist. 

			“But I don’t even think I know your last name.” She squints as if staring
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