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  I dedicate this story to my dear chickens.

Wait, I mean children! My dear children.
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  Author’s Note



To help you with all the Irish and Norse names and words, I’ve included a faerie glossary, a pronunciation guide, and an illustrated guide to the magic runes used in The Frost Gate at the back of the book, as well as on my website: HannaSandvig.com

I did my best to make them all spoiler-free, so take a peek anytime you want without worries.
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I truly believe there are two things that will always make you feel better. Time and salted caramel apple pie.

That was the advice I gave the crying customer deciding on her order, anyway.

“I’m in a bit of a hurry,” sniffled the pretty blonde girl. “So I guess I’ll go with the pie. And a medium flat white, please.”

“You got it.” I rang her up at the till. “Medium flat white,” I called to my mom as I passed the teary-eyed girl a slice of pie in a paper box. “You’ll meet someone better. I know it.”

“Thanks.” She dabbed her eyes with a napkin and moved to the other end of the counter to wait for her drink.

I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw that she had been the last person in line. The girl collected her coffee and waved tearfully as she left. And with that, the morning rush at Pie in the Sky, the café I ran with my parents, was finally over. As the only café in Pilot Bay—if you didn’t count the coffee bar at the gas station, and I did not—we were always pretty busy, but this morning had been a lot.

“She’s here, Neve.” My mom wiped down the pale blue counter. “Sorry to run out on you, but your dad and I need to hurry to make it to our meeting with the coffee roaster in Nelson. Can you keep an eye on things while you have your tea?”

“Of course, Mom.”

“Thanks, sweetie. We’ll see you at home.” My mom gave me a side hug and kissed my cheek. Gone were the days when she could give me a peck on top of my head.

My dad waved from the kitchen door, and then they disappeared out the back.

After I retied the folded red bandana around my black curls and smoothed down the pink apron covering my red vintage-style polka-dot dress, I plated the last two slices of apple pie and poured Earl Grey tea into two mismatched floral teacups.

The only customer left in the café waited for me at her usual table by the window. She said she liked to sit where she could watch people, which was very on-brand for her. Nobody I knew was nosier than my aunt.

I set the tray down on the table and leaned over to give Aunt Chloe a hug, her soft gray curls brushing my cheek. She was technically my godmother, not my aunt, but as my parents’ closest friend, she’d been a constant presence in my life as long as I could remember.

“Good morning, honey.” Aunt Chloe’s gold-rimmed glasses fogged a little as she took a sip of the tea. “Mmmm . . . perfect. How are you today? Have the chicks hatched yet?”

I pulled out my own chair and sat, smoothing my skirt. “I think today’s the day! Five of the eggs had pipped by this morning, and I even saw a little beak poking out of one. If I lean my head right up against the incubator, I can hear them cheeping inside. It’s killing me to be away from them all day, but I know I can’t just skip work to stare at my eggs.”

“How many chicks are you expecting?” Aunt Chloe took a bite of pastry.

“Hopefully seven.”

I had ordered ten fertilized, heritage breed eggs. When I had held each egg up to a flashlight two weeks ago, three were empty inside. It was hard to give them up, especially since one had been a breed I was very excited about, but from all the research I had done, seven out of ten was still pretty good.

I couldn’t wait to have my own chicks. My parents had always fallen firmly on the no pets side of things. Running the café kept us all too busy, but they’d finally caved and had even ordered me a chicken coop last month for my twentieth birthday. After all, chickens weren’t actually pets. They were for eggs. And saying our breakfast sandwiches were made with local eggs was sure to be a good draw.

At least, that’s what I told my parents. Of course the chickens were going to be pets.

“You’ll have to text me when they hatch.” Aunt Chloe took another bite of pie. “This is very good, by the way.”

“Hmm.” I tilted my head.

“Still not right?” My godmother knew I’d been experimenting with apple pies for years. One could call it an obsession, but I just couldn’t get the recipe right.

“I mean, it’s good.” I sighed. “Obviously it’s good. I made it.”

“I sense a but.”

I took a bite of my pie. The pastry wasn’t the problem. Light and flaky. I’d made it with butter, of course. There’s always a debate about butter versus lard among pastry enthusiasts, but as a vegetarian, my choice was clear.

The apples were perfectly cooked with just a little bit of firmness left, the tart flavor pairing beautifully with notes of cinnamon and clove. And, of course, the salted caramel drizzle on top was genius, if I did say so myself. Still . . .

“It’s the apples.”

“The apples are delicious!”

“I know.” I frowned at the glossy filling, made with a new variety I had convinced the local fruit stand owner to track down. “They’re just not the right apples.”

“I’ve never known anyone as obsessed with apples as you.” Aunt Chloe finished off her pastry and licked her fork clean. “I’m shocked that you don’t have any on your arm.” She waved a hand at my left arm, covered in tattoos.

While it wasn’t technically my first tattoo, I’d started on the sleeve at seventeen—when my parents had finally relented after years of my begging—with a white owl on my shoulder. And while the pink flowers inked around the Celtic knots on my arm were actually apple blossoms, I still had a space saved on my bicep for an apple. But not just any apple.

“I just wish I could figure out what kind of apples my mother baked with.”

“Roberta doesn’t bake,” Aunt Chloe correctly pointed out. My mom was brilliant with bookkeeping and responsible for the gorgeous shabby-chic feel of the café, but my dad ran the kitchen. Or at least, he had, until I took over most of the baking in high school.

“I know, but I’ve always had this perfect memory of my mother’s apple pie. But, like you said, Mom doesn’t bake, so all I can think is that it must be from . . .” I trailed off.

“Your birth mother.” She patted my hand.

“It’s strange, right?” I said. “To not remember anything about her? Only apple pie? I was five years old when Mom and Dad adopted me. I don’t want to sound like I’m ungrateful,” I added. “I have the best parents ever. And there’s this nosy old family friend who visits the café every day.” I winked at my godmother and she smiled. “But still, who doesn’t remember anything at all from before they were five? Not so much as a hazy memory of riding a tricycle before my very clear memory of meeting my parents. All I’ve got from before is a weird Irish name, and an even weirder tattoo.”

I rubbed the rune on the inside of my left wrist—the ink that had been there since before my parents adopted me—still unusually clear and sharp after all this time. Two Xs, one on top of the other, with a line connecting them and a dot at the top and bottom. Just plain black lines. Not what I would have chosen for baby’s first tattoo.

“Neve is a beautiful name,” protested Aunt Chloe.

“Yes, it was so beautiful when the kids in elementary school called me Heavy Nevy because no one can figure out that it’s pronounced Nev, not Nevy.”

Aunt Chloe looked like she wanted to say something but thought better of it and took another sip of tea.

“Audrey can tell me what her high scores were on Mario Kart when she was two and a half. My doctor says my lack of memories is probably trauma, but that doesn’t help. I know it’s not much, but I’d feel better if I could just figure out which variety of apple I’m looking for.” I tapped my red nails on the side of my teacup.

“Well, I’m sure you’ll figure it out. And I’ll happily keep eating your experiments while you do. Speaking of Audrey . . .” Aunt Chloe set down her teacup. “Have you heard from her recently?”

“She just finished up her exams last week, and then Gavin took her to Rome.” I fished out my phone and found the photo Audrey had sent me. I showed my godmother the shot of my blonde best friend and her dark-haired Irish boyfriend in front of the Trevi Fountain. “Look at this dessert they had yesterday.” I swiped to the next photo and showed Aunt Chloe the Crostata Ricotta e Visciole. “I’ll have to see if I can find some visciola jam online. I’d love to try and make it.”

“What about traveling yourself? Wouldn’t you like to try that fancy Italian cheesecake firsthand in Rome?”

“I don’t know. Maybe someday. Now that I’m working here full time . . .” I waved my hand around the snug café. “I don’t want to leave Mom and Dad in a lurch.”

Truthfully, Audrey had been harassing me to go on a trip with her and Gavin ever since my graduation almost two years ago. She had even offered to fly me out to Italy this week.

The two of them were always traveling and sending me photos from around the world. I wouldn’t have guessed that Gavin came from money when I met him during his time as an exchange student at our high school. And I did want to spend time with her. My best friend seemed allergic to coming home, and I missed her. But I’d given Audrey the same excuse I always did about the café. Truth was, I didn’t like to leave our little town hidden in the mountains of the Kootenay region of British Columbia.

Every time my family went away—even for a short trip—my parents always seemed so anxious. And when I had spent the weekend with Audrey and Gavin one Christmas—honestly, only in Nelson, not even out of the Kootenays—Mom had actually cried with relief when I got back. Was that overkill? It had felt like overkill. But I hated to worry them.

“Maybe in the fall,” said Aunt Chloe.

“Maybe,” I answered easily.

My godmother looked at her watch. “I need to open up the library. I’ll send Amber over later for our afternoon tea.”

“I still can’t believe Amber Watson is learning to be a librarian.”

Amber had been a year behind me in school, and saying that she had been trouble was putting it mildly. I’d heard she had a tough childhood before coming to Pilot Bay to be raised by her two older sisters, both of whom were now married. But she must have changed, or my godmother would never have taken her on at the library, let alone rented her a room at her house.

“Turns out she’s a natural at . . . sorting books.” Aunt Chloe sat up straighter in her chair and looked over my shoulder. Something unreadable flashed across her face before smoothing into a mischievous smile. “There’s a cute boy checking you out.”
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“A cute boy, eh?” I raised an eyebrow, rubbing the rune tattoo on my inner wrist absentmindedly. It felt warm. Had I bumped it against the teapot earlier? “I didn’t even hear anyone come in.”

“You should see if he needs anything.” Aunt Chloe dabbed her lips with a napkin. “Coffee? Tea? A date for Friday night?”

“Do all aunts meddle as much as you?”

“I’m special.” She stacked her plate, saucer, and teacup on the tray.

“You are, indeed.” I stood and cleaned up my dishes. “Well, I’d better get back to work, then.”

After another hug, my godmother left, and I picked up the tray before turning around. I nearly dropped the dishes on the floor. I had never in my life seen anyone less deserving of the title cute boy.

No one with shoulders filling out a black t-shirt like that could be called a boy. And “cute” was a word for puppies—and maybe round-faced, freckle-nosed schoolboys. Not a man so tall that his knees bumped up against the antique table he sat at. Not a man with cheekbones that could cut glass, black hair shaved up the sides with ropes of waist-length locs, dark umber skin, and dark brown, almost black eyes that were . . . Well, crap. He was definitely glaring at me.

“Do you even know what checking out means, Aunt Chloe?” I muttered under my breath as I walked past him to set the tray on the counter.

Every now and then we got a customer who didn’t understand how coffee shops worked, and thought I would bring them a menu or something. Clearly, he thought he had been waiting too long. I really had to stop taking breaks with my café apron on.

Taking a deep breath, I walked over to the sexy customer with the rage simmering in his near-black eyes.

“Were you talking to yourself?” The man furrowed his eyebrows at me. One had a thin scar bisecting it—which did not add to his bad-boy appeal at all.

And he has excellent hearing, I added mentally.

He had a rich Irish accent—not the norm for interior British Columbia. Was he visiting the exchange students from Ireland? He looked too old to be part of the high school’s program.

“Can I get you anything to eat or drink?” I waved my hand at the chalkboard menu above the bar. “As you can see, we have . . . Actually, we’re out of today’s apple pie, but we do still have lemon meringue and huckleberry pie, and breakfast cookies the size of your head.” I eyed him. “Well, a normal person’s head. Not a giant’s head.”

Whoops! I pressed my lips shut as his eyes narrowed. My mom was always reminding me that I didn’t need to say every thought in my head out loud.

“I don’t eat sweet things.” He tapped his long fingers irritably on the lace tablecloth, a gold ring sparkling on his right pinky.

“Right. You came to the café for some mid-morning . . . pizza?” I glanced back at the display packed with cookies, cupcakes, and fruit pastries.

The man continued to frown at me. I was missing my chicks hatching for this?

“You probably just want a drink, then. We have tea, we have apple cider, my dad makes a pumpkin spice latte that is not a copycat of the Starbucks drink, no matter what you may have heard from Mrs. Fenly . . .” Wow, something about him really brought out my rambling side.

“Are Mr. or Mrs. Klassen here?”

“My parents are out for the day. Can I take a message?”

He looked disgruntled. “No.”

I waited for him to get up and leave, but he just sat there looking annoyed.

“Okay. Are you sure you don’t want anything? You might think you don’t like sweets, but my carrot pineapple muffins are—”

“Nothing insipid,” he interrupted.

Insipid? My baking? Honestly!

“No sweets.” I tapped my foot. “Black coffee, then?” Like your heart?

“Fine.” The man glanced at the door, apparently done with our conversation. Rude.

“Ooookay, you can . . .” I waved my hand at the pickup station at the end of the counter. He just looked at me. “I’ll bring it over, shall I?”

The man gave a curt nod. I unclenched my fists as I walked to the counter, feeling his eyes burning into my back.

“Doesn’t like sweets,” I muttered, pouring a scoop of coffee beans into the grinder. “Nothing insipid.” I added another scoop. “We wouldn’t want to accidentally eat anything delicious.” I looked up for a moment. He tapped his foot impatiently, watching the door again. I added three more scoops.

When I sniffed the finished drink, my nostrils burned a little. “Perfect.”

My lone customer was still staring at the door with his arms crossed when I returned.

“Your coffee.” I set the drink down, careful not to spill a drop on the tablecloth. It might eat through the lace. I gave him my sweetest smile. “Enjoy!”

I waited until he took his first sip and was gratified by the involuntary cough.

“I made it myself.”

The man looked me straight in the eyes and took another long sip, this time only twitching ever so slightly. “Perfect.”

“Great!” I said. “You can pay at the front when you’re ready to go.”

I turned to leave, but the man reached out and grabbed my wrist.

“Excuse me.” I shook off his firm grip and nervously stepped back.

“Niamh.”

Something about the way he said my name—his accent changing the short Nev to the Irish Neevf—felt so familiar. I shook my head.

“How do you know my name?” I took another step back. Had he been listening to my conversation with Aunt Chloe? Creepy.

“Don’t go out tonight,” he continued, ignoring my question. “And lock your doors.”

“Excuse me? Who do you think you are?” Never mind that I had no intention of going out tonight. I had baby chicks to snuggle. But that was none of his business.

“It’s not safe.”

A chill swept through my body. “Are you threatening me?”

“Just promise me you’ll stay at your house.”

“I think you should leave. Don’t worry about paying.”

The strange man pushed his chair back and towered over me. I was five foot ten and all curves. The softness of my genetics—and love of pie—hid the strength I’d developed through years of training that had made me the three-time regional champion in longsword martial arts. All in all, it took quite a lot to make me feel small. This man was definitely quite a lot.

He looked at me with those near-black eyes for a long moment before turning to go.

As he left the coffee shop, I could have sworn that, for a moment, I saw him in a black tunic and leather pants, the flash of a large silver axe strapped to his back. But when I blinked, he strode past the window in his black t-shirt and dark jeans.

“I forgot my laptop,” Dad called from the back room, startling a yelp out of me. “Neve, are you okay?” He poked his head out. “You look even paler than normal.”

I attempted a weak smile. “Rude customer. I’ll be fine. I just need a few minutes.”

“Of course.” Dad looked at me worriedly. “Lock the door for a bit if you need to. Take all the time you need.”

I thought back to the stranger’s withering stare. “Time might not be enough. I’m going to bake some more apple pie.”
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Frosty air hit me as I stepped through the Ice Gate. I removed the gold ring—enchanted with a glamour to make me appear human—and tucked it into a pocket of my leather pants before taking another step forward, away from the sharp drop behind me.

The Ice Gate, crafted in intricate frozen swirls, arched at the edge of a sheer cliff. The long drop to the forest below could kill a fae ten times over, no matter how many runes he might use.

My least favorite of the queen’s faoladh lounged on the steps of carved ice in his high fae form. Even without the fur he grew every night in his wolf form, Dylan was as unaffected by the cold as the rest of the Unseelie fae who lived at Skyretaine. I’d call it a kindness on the queen’s part, but she just didn’t want her minions freezing in the permanent winter she had created to keep Skyretaine Castle encased in enchanted ice.

“Message for me, pup?” I didn’t so much as glance at the blond boy as I descended the steps curving down from the gate’s platform, my eyes fixed on the icy spires of the Unseelie castle.

Dylan fell into step behind me. “The queen wants to see you.”

“Does she now?”

That couldn’t mean anything good. Hopefully, Moriath hadn’t figured out how I’d spent my morning. I had kept my distance all this time for Niamh’s safety, but now that the princess had reached adulthood, the protective wards had begun to unravel. Even though I knew she wasn’t without a protector, I couldn’t help checking when I felt the ingwaz rune on my wrist awaken.

I shook my head, remembering my encounter with the curvy spitfire, the bitter taste of the drink she had made especially for me still lingering in my mouth. She had a spine of solid ice, that girl. Well, good. She would need it for what was coming.

“Aren’t you supposed to be in Pilot Bay?” I asked him.

“Queen Moriath called all the faoladh back this morning.”

A chill ran down my spine. “All the Pilot Bay wolves?”

“All the wolves.”

“From all six of the towns we’re watching?”

“Yes, yes, and the wolves stationed across the Unseelie Kingdom. All the wolves.”

I tapped my fingers against my thigh as I faced the imposing castle doors, eyeing the carved creatures of ice curving around the doorframe. The guardians of Skyretaine, asleep for now.

“Right away, she said.” Dylan stopped beside me and I shot the pup a look that had him shrinking back. “Lord Kylian, sir,” he added.

I gave him a curt nod, my hand on the door. The giant, sleeping dragon of ice opened one eye to see who was at the door, and then closed it again.

“Make sure the rest of the wolves are ready,” I told Dylan before stepping through the door and shutting it behind me.

Moriath’s faoladh were her greatest treasure, a collection of beautiful young fae men whom she’d lured in with promises of love and power. Each one had been her whole world for anywhere from a handful of days to a few months, or once—in Dylan’s case—for a full year. But, inevitably, she tired of each one and added them to her pack. Fae by day, wolves by night. Fanatically loyal to their queen. And, as Huntsman, I was responsible for the whole bloodthirsty lot of them.

I rolled up my right sleeve as I walked, revealing the tattoos that swirled up my arm. Like the powerful runes covering my left arm, these knotwork tattoos were spellcrafted with ink mixed with enchanted gold, but these also had a drop of a wolf’s blood that bound that wolf to me through the matching ink over their hearts. I could track each wolf and compel his obedience. For all Moriath’s skill with blood magic, she would never mar her perfect skin with spelled ink. Not when she had her trusted Huntsman to bear the marks for her.

I ran a finger over each symbol. Dylan was right. All the wolves were at the castle for the first time in two hundred years. Well, all of them but one.

The iron heels of my boots echoed on the stone floor as I strode through the empty halls of the castle. Once, there had been plush rugs, velvet curtains, and masterful paintings of previous Unseelie rulers to soften the echoes. Once, there had been the bustle of courtiers, pets, servants, and a loving family with two beautiful little girls. Today, not even a frightened scullery maid ran across my path. They must be hiding. All wise creatures stayed out of the way when Moriath was in a mood. My mind sifted through all the things that might be upsetting the Unseelie queen today, and I prayed that I wasn’t one of them.

When I finally reached the door to Moriath’s solar, I didn’t even have to raise my hand to knock.

“Enter,” she commanded.

I didn’t need to school my features into respectful disinterest before I walked through the door. That had been my only expression for nearly two hundred years.

Golden eyes bored into me. Ránach, Moriath’s familiar, watched from her roost in the corner, the dark head of the peregrine falcon tracking my path toward her mistress.

The Unseelie queen’s back faced me. Her long white hair was bound in a thick braid that fell to her knees, studded with flashing gemstones. Fur and tiny crystals trimmed her white dress. A crown of sparkling diamonds set in gold filigree rested on a stand beside her. The gems were tall and tapered, like a row of icicles, with two graceful white antlers reaching up above them.

“Huntsman.” Moriath turned, and a wave of power rolled off her, forcing me to kneel with my head bowed.

She snapped her fingers, and the power rolled back. I slowly looked up, first to the hand toying with her sapphire necklace and then at the expression in her pale, icy eyes. It was worse than I had feared.

Moriath wasn’t angry.

She was happy.

No, not just happy. The Unseelie queen positively glowed with excitement.

She waved me over. “Come here, come here!”

I rose from my knees and stood beside the queen, looking at the gold basin studded with diamonds and filled to the brim with water.

“Scáthán, scáthán,” she murmured. Mirror, mirror. “Show me the most powerful Unseelie fae.”

“My Queen, you’ve been trying this for—”

She held up her hand, and her power snapped my mouth shut. “Just watch, Kylian.”

Fine. I watched in silence. At first, it looked the same as every other time I had seen the queen scry this way. Nothing but empty black water. But then, slowly, the water rippled to show an image of a small human town next to a lake, nestled against forested mountains. Pilot Bay.

“You’ve been able to narrow it down, then?” I asked when she allowed me to speak again, forcing myself to sound impressed and not worried. I had been right to take the risk and warn the princess after feeling how thin the wards had become today.

“That doddering old fool of a banshee thought she was so smart, warding six different towns so that I couldn’t tell where she had hidden the child,” Moriath huffed. “So much trouble to keep my sweet little niece alive and that crown out of my grasp. Who would have guessed the child would be so powerful? I should have had you carve out Maeve’s heart when we had the chance, like you did with Niamh.”

I said nothing, grateful that both princesses were still out of the queen’s reach. Anyway, Moriath wasn’t interested in my opinion.

“The old crone’s wards are finally failing,” the queen gleefully said.

“I’ll ready the faoladh and take them through the gate,” I said with a bow. It was a pity she’d made us dig out the gate in the old mine. We’d get to Pilot Bay faster than I’d prefer, but at least Moriath didn’t know where in town to look. I could warn Niamh’s foster parents and have them prepare the princess to leave.

“Wait.” Moriath shot out a hand, her grip on my arm painful as her long nails dug into my black linen sleeve. “It’s changing. There’s more.”

We both peered down into the mirror as the water rippled and cleared again, this time revealing the Klassens’ snug farmhouse surrounded by trees. No time for a warning, then. I’d have to move fast.

The queen turned to me, eyes bright.

“The wards are nearly gone. With your runes, you should be able to get through them now. Bring me Maeve’s heart—attached to her body, if you can. I’d like to remove it myself, but do whatever it takes.” The queen glanced scornfully at the antlered crown on its stand, a beautifully crafted—but powerless—replica of her obsession. “I’m done waiting,” she said. “The true Unseelie crown shall be mine tonight.”
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The moment I got off work, I sprinted home. Not because some grumpy stranger told me to, but to check on my babies. I threw off my boots and navy hoodie and ran up the stairs two at a time. I jumped onto my vintage floral bedspread and peered into the foggy depths of the incubator next to the stack of childhood books on my nightstand.

Come on, come on, come on.

I grinned once I made out five little puff balls cheeping around inside the incubator. Each chick was a different breed of chicken, so the babies were all different shades of white, brown, and yellow. Two eggs remained. The dark brown egg had cracked and was rocking back and forth. The light brown egg had pipped, and I could see the tip of a little beak peeking through the hole.

I nervously watched as the hatched chicks climbed around the egg shards, knocking the remaining eggs around the incubator.

My mom poked her head into my room. “Did they hatch yet?”

“Five have, two to go.” I scooted over to make room and patted my bed. “Come see.”

She sat beside me, and we watched together as the dark brown egg cracked further, revealing damp black fluff. A moment later, a little black chick tumbled out, showing its pale throat and wingtips.

“Good baby,” I whispered to the chick as it lay resting from its hard work.

“Why aren’t you taking them out?” Mom asked.

“You’re not supposed to take them out until they’re all hatched and dry. The last one might not hatch if I let the cold, dry air in, and those two are still a little wet from hatching. See?” I pointed at a yellow chick and the new black one. “If they were with a mama hen, she would still be sitting on them to keep them safe.”

“I was tempted to sit on you sometimes when you were little,” Mom teased, kissing my curly, dark hair. “Always up a tree or running off with your wooden sword. Mother hens have it easy.”

I smiled, leaning against her.

“Will that last egg hatch, do you think?” she asked.

“It will.” It had to. “You can do it, little one.” I could hardly breathe as I watched the light brown egg.

It rocked once, then stopped.

“Come on.” I leaned forward. The other chicks had fallen asleep in little heaps of baby fluff.

The pale egg cracked, and I gripped Mom’s hand. One more crack and a silver head emerged, dark with the dampness of hatching.

“Yes!” I threw my arms up in the air, knocking Tales of the Unseelie Fae from the top of the stack of books by the incubator.

“Dinner’s ready.” My dad knocked on the doorframe as he entered the room. “I take it they all hatched?”

“All seven!” I did a little happy dance, my eyes glued to the chicks who were all awake again to welcome their newest companion.

Dad crouched down to inspect the incubator.

“How can you tell which ones are hens and which are roosters?” asked my mom.

“I can’t.” I sat back down on the bed beside her, still bouncing with excitement. “Probably not for a couple more months.”

“And then you want the hens for their eggs. But are the roosters . . . ?” Dad drew a finger across his neck.

I gasped. “Absolutely not! It’s good to keep at least one rooster. They keep the hens safe from predators and reduce infighting.”

“And if you have more than one?” asked my dad. “Do we make soup?”

I waved an accusing finger at my dad. “No one is going to be soup!” He never really understood my vegetarian choices.

“I suppose we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.” Dad stood and put a hand on Mom’s shoulder. “Can you help me set the table?”

“Of course, dear. They’re very cute, Neve.” Mom kissed the side of my head and followed my father out. “I’m sure there won’t be too many roosters to get rid of.”

“Don’t listen to them. I won’t let anything happen to you,” I whispered to the baby chicks. “Nobody’s going to be soup.”







* * *




Later that evening as I helped my mom wash up the dishes, I stripped off my ruffle-topped rubber gloves and looked at the rune tattooed on the underside of my wrist.

“What is it?” Mom set a stack of plates on the counter. “Is there a hole in your glove?”

“No. It’s weird. My tattoo feels warm. That’s the second time today.” I rubbed the tattoo. It looked normal.

My mom’s eyes widened. “I’m just gonna go . . . talk to your dad for a moment.” She hurried out of the kitchen.

“I don’t know why you’re telling me that,” I called after her, wiping my hands on my apron.

I suddenly felt overcome by a sense of worry and determination. I shook my head and it faded. What was I worried about? I should be over the interaction with that man at the café this morning. I had totally forgotten to tell my parents about him. I’d have to mention it to my mom when she came back in.

The feeling of worry rose up again. Weird. Maybe I needed a cup of tea? I set the kettle to heat on the stove and picked my rubber gloves back up.

As I did, I caught a flash of someone running past the kitchen window. What?

The door crashed open, and the man from the café burst into my kitchen, dark locs swirling. I screamed, throwing my ruffled gloves at the intruder.

“That’s good,” he said, batting the gloves away. “Scream again.”

I did, because not only had he just broken down my front door, he was brandishing a large silver axe.

The man now wore tall black boots, and black leather pants with a dagger strapped to his thigh. His black linen tunic had the sleeves rolled up to reveal dark tattooed runes covering his left arm and a design of Celtic knots encircling his right. How had I not noticed those before?

The top of his hair was pulled up in a thick knot of locs, revealing tapered ears like some sort of elf. But even that paled in comparison to the double-headed, rune-inscribed weapon he gripped in both hands.

Anger suddenly burned through me. How dare he bring an axe into my kitchen!

“Okay, mister, I don’t know who you think you are, but you have ten seconds to get out of here!” I started backing toward the living room. Why didn’t I keep a sword in the kitchen?

My parents rushed into the room.

“Stop!” I held out my hands, wanting to keep them away from the crazy axe murderer. But just when I thought that I couldn’t possibly be any more shocked, they both ran up to the intruder.

“Lord Kylian.” My mom gave what would have looked like a curtsy, had she not been in jeans. “It’s time, then?”

“What time?” I pulled my mom back, and she put her arm around me. “Who is this guy?”

“The wards protecting this house are failing,” the man—elf? Kylian?—said, strapping the axe to the leather harness on his back. “Niamh must leave with me immediately.”

“It’s Neve, and I’m not going anywhere with you.” I took another step back, dragging my mom with me.

Kylian looked at my parents. “You should tell her what’s going on. You have three minutes.”

My mother wrung her hands. “We need more time.”

“Fine.” Kylian glanced out the window. “Seven minutes. Pack while you talk.” He stalked into the living room.

My mom and dad exchanged a look, then mom nodded and dashed for the stairs. My dad rummaged through a drawer, pulling out a paper lunch bag.

“So tell me, Dad.” I tried to keep my voice steady but failed.

“Kiddo, you’re not originally from here.” He threw an orange and a granola bar into the bag.

“I know I’m not from Pilot Bay.” My voice ratcheted up a notch. “You’ve told me all this.”

“Well . . . you’re not actually from the human realm. Pass me the muffins?”

“The human realm?” I grabbed the muffin container from the counter and tossed it to him. “What are you talking about?”

“This is taking too long.” The axe murderer paced back across the kitchen. “You’re the crown princess of the Unseelie fae. Get your coat.”

“The what?”

“Four minutes.” Kylian looked out the kitchen window again, and I stared at his pointed ears. He must be a fae then.

When I felt my own ears, they were still as rounded—as human—as ever. Wouldn’t I know if I was some sort of faerie?

“Your parents were killed,” my mom said, hurrying back in. “Moriath, who now calls herself the queen of the Unseelie fae, murdered them and took their throne. In order to protect you, Kylian stole you away and brought you to the human realm. To a couple who had always wanted children.” She paused to tuck a curl behind my ear. “We always knew you would have to leave someday, my dear.”

A strange, yipping howl from outside made the hair on the back of my neck stand on end.

Kylian cursed under his breath, then stuck his head out the broken kitchen door and yelled, “She’s hiding. Give me a minute.”

He turned back to me. “The wolves are here for you now. They’re trying to get through the weakened barrier. I can’t stall much longer without raising suspicion. Say your goodbyes.”

Another howl rose from the cover of the trees. More wolves joined in from all around the farmhouse.

The blood drained from my face. “When you say wolves, do you mean actual wolves?”

“I wish they were ordinary wolves. You should put some boots on,” suggested Kylian. “Unless you want me to carry you over my shoulder to the fae realm.”

I squeezed my eyes shut. “This is a mistake. How can I be a threat to some evil faerie queen? And a princess? I’m not a princess. I’m Neve Klassen. Pie baker. Chicken mom.” Maybe when I reopened my eyes, this hallucination would disappear.

I startled at a gentle touch of rough fingers on my jaw. I opened my eyes and my breath caught to find Kylian standing so close that his twisted ropes of black hair brushed my arm.

He tilted my chin, forcing me to look up at him. “Unless we draw them away, Moriath’s wolves will break through soon. They will kill anyone who gets in their way, but the faoladh don’t care about your foster parents. They just want you. So we have to leave now, Princess. Understand?”

I studied him. Intense? Yes. Lacking in civilized communication skills? Definitely. But I didn’t think he was lying. He looked down at me with quiet determination, and something in me settled.

I focused on my parents watching us with tears in their eyes and knew that I’d do anything to protect them.

“I can really trust this guy?” I asked my mom.

“Lord Kylian saved your life fifteen years ago and brought you to us.” My mom squeezed my hands. “If Moriath has found you, he’s the only one who can keep you safe.” She hugged me tight. “You have to go.”

“Now,” added Kylian. “Boots.”

The kettle whistled on the stove. I could barely hear it over my spinning thoughts.

I put a hand to my forehead, trying to pull myself together. “I need to get something.”

“Your sword?” asked Kylian.

“How do you know about . . . ? Never mind. Mom, fill a hot water bottle.” I ran up the stairs.

“Okay,” she called back.

I burst into my room and found my backpack in the closet. Then I dug through my pile of books to find the notebook with all my apple-pie-making notes. No way was I leaving that behind.

My mom bustled into the room with the flannel-covered hot water bottle and my boots. “Here you go, sweetie.”

“Thank you.” I slid the rubber bottle into the bottom of the backpack, then pulled off my apron to make a nest on top of it.

“Your time is up.” Kylian appeared in the doorway with his arms crossed, looking incredibly grouchy and impatient—in other words, his usual expression—and decidedly out of place in my extremely girly bedroom.

“Here’s your sword, honey.” My dad squeezed past the fae and set my sheathed sword on the bed.

I lifted the top of the incubator and carefully picked up the first fluffy baby.

“It’ll be okay, sweetheart,” I whispered, nestling the yellow chick into my backpack.

“What are you doing?” Kylian loomed over me as I picked up two black chicks, one with a pale face, and snuggled them in next to their siblings. “You’re running for your life. You can’t bring tiny animals along.”

“Don’t raise your voice in front of the babies.” I tucked in the next chick, white with feathered feet. “I just hatched these. Do you know how long it took me to convince my parents? To pick out the perfect heritage breeds?” I nestled another pale yellow chick into my bag, then a brown and yellow baby. The first few had already snuggled down to sleep in their warm nest. “Three weeks I’ve incubated them at the perfect temperature, and do you know what my father wants to do with them?”

Kylian raised an eyebrow.

“Turn them into soup!” My voice went up an octave. “Soup! Would you turn this?” I held up the last tiny silver puffball, its feathered legs still not completely dry. “Into soup?” The chick sneezed.

“Of course not.”

“Well good.”

“It’s much too small. Doesn’t have any meat on its bones.”

“Men.” I tucked the last one in with its siblings and zipped my backpack closed.

“That can’t be safe for the chickens.” He was trying to reason with me. He should ask my parents how hard it was to change my mind once it was set.

“They send chicks in the mail. They’re warm. They’ll be fine.” I slid a bag of chick feed into the front pocket.

“What if they make a noise and give away your location?” He tapped his fingers on his leg impatiently.

“It’s dark in there. They’re already asleep.” I grabbed a hoodie and wished I had time to change out of my red dress into pants.

“Be reasonable, Princess,” he tried again.

I whirled on him. “You barge in here and upend my entire life, tell me I’m a faerie princess, expect me to follow you to who-knows-where, and I’m the one who needs to be reasonable?” I shouldered my backpack. “These are my emotional support chickens. They’re coming.”

“I don’t—”

I held up my hand. “You said we were in a hurry. Do you really have time to stand around and argue with me? I go, the chickens go!”

We glared at each other for a moment before he sighed and handed me my scabbard.

“Well, then. Strap on your sword, Princess. You’re all going to Faerie.”
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I stood at the back door, looking out its little window into the quickly darkening forest behind the farmhouse.

“She needs a sandwich, Sam, not lemon tarts,” my mom muttered from the kitchen.

I didn’t know if I’d need a bagged lunch at all for wherever I was going, but that was my parents for you. When in doubt, pack some food.

“I’ll go first.” Kylian stood behind me in the entryway. “I’ll tell the wolves that you escaped south while I searched for you. You count to ten, then run as fast as you can toward the Wolf Gate.”

“The what now?”

“It’s a gate, a portal that links to other gates in this realm and in Faerie. This one is well hidden as an arch of branches due east.” He pointed through the trees. “You should reach it in no more than five minutes if you run.”

“Ah, yes. Perfect directions. No way I’ll miss that in the dark.”

“I will do my best to lure them away from you while maintaining my cover with the Unseelie queen,” Kylian continued, ignoring my snark, “then circle back to meet you at the gate.”

“Or wherever I happen to be in the forest.” I rolled my eyes, then turned to see my mom slide the lunch bag into the front pocket of my backpack. “Thanks, Mom.” I kissed her cheek.

“Read this when you have time, sweetie.” My mom tucked in an envelope beside the food, and I nodded.

“If I’m delayed,” Kylian continued, “and the wolves catch up to you, step through the gate and think of roses climbing up aspen trees. It should take you to another location in these woods where I can find you. But even if that doesn’t work, anywhere it takes you will be better than here. Are you listening, Princess?”

I shook my head. “I thought I saw something glittering. Must have been my imagination.”

“The faoladh are trying to get through the wards. Put your hood on so they can’t see your hair.”

“What’s wrong with my hair?” I pulled my hood up.

“Hopefully it’s dark enough out there that they won’t notice the color. Ten seconds.” He yanked the door open and jogged off, yelling something to the wolves in the trees.

We had better survive this. I needed a proper explanation.

I pushed that all aside for now and started to count.

One . . . two . . . three. I tightened my sword belt and adjusted the straps of the backpack containing my precious cargo.

Four . . . five . . . six. I double-knotted the laces of my black combat boots—the only footwear in the house I could actually run in, as my runners were at the gym.

Seven . . . eight . . . nine. “We love you, darling.” My parents gave me a quick kiss and hug.

Ten.

“Don’t leave the house tonight,” I warned them.

When they nodded, I dashed out the door and down the porch steps.

The sun had sunk behind the mountains, and the world was painted in blues and silvers as I raced across my yard. I glanced back one more time to see my parents tearfully waving goodbye, and then I hit the edge of the forest. Shadows surrounded me as the trees blocked out the fading evening light.

My eyes adjusted to the twilight as I ran. All I could hear was my own heavy breathing and the pounding of my footsteps. Maybe, just maybe, Kylian had succeeded in drawing the wolves away from me.

But soon, I heard growls behind me. Glancing over my shoulder, I almost stumbled at the sight of the largest wolves I’d ever seen. I didn’t have a lot of experience with wolves, but the ones I’d seen at the Calgary Zoo were not the size of small ponies. These weren’t ordinary wolves, though. Kylian had called them faoladh. According to my book on the Unseelie fae, these were the Celtic version of werewolves.

Fear gave me speed, but I knew there was no way a chubby baker, no matter how long her legs were, could outrun giant wolves. I had trained for strength, not sprinting speed.

I ducked behind a large tree and the first wolf kept running, momentum carrying him past me. My heart hammered in my chest. In all my years of learning to use my sword, even when sparring hand to hand, I’d never really thought I would have to hurt someone.

But not only could these wolves kill me—or drag me off to their queen—what would they do to the chicks if they caught me? I wiped my sweaty hands on my skirt and took a deep breath.

“It’ll be okay, babies,” I whispered to my backpack as I drew my sword.

I held my breath, waiting for a wolf to approach.

A twig snapped. There. I swung out from behind the tree and cracked the black wolf on the side of the head with the pommel of my sword.

“It’s just like a training dummy,” I squeaked as the wolf fell at my feet. Dead? Unconscious? “Training dummy!”

The remaining wolves scrambled back. Obviously, they had not been expecting their prey to have teeth. One of the wolves lifted its muzzle to howl, and more howls answered it from all around me. I widened my stance. The light grew dimmer as more and more glowing eyes surrounded me in the dark forest.

“I’ve got her, boys. Good work. Stay behind me.” Kylian stalked toward me with a murderous expression on his face that had me questioning everything he had told me earlier. As he came closer, the circle of wolves crowded in as well, a step behind.

I adjusted my grip on the hilt of my sword. Even if he was on my side, could we really take on so many wolves? There must be fifty surrounding us now.

Suddenly, a bright, golden light blinded me. The wolves whimpered and yelped. When my vision cleared, Kylian had stumbled a few steps back, his arm thrown up to protect his face.

In front of me, holding a staff that blazed with light in one hand and a blue sapphire the size of a chicken egg in the other was . . .

“Aunt Chloe?” My jaw dropped in disbelief.

“Hello, sweetheart,” Aunt Chloe said cheerfully, still in her cardigan and slacks from this morning. The sapphire she held emitted a pulse of blue light, and all the wolves took another stumbling step back. A faint golden shimmer enveloped us like a bubble. “I’ve got this, my dear. The two of you get going.”

Did she mean Kylian? He squinted at my godmother’s staff but didn’t make any move to go. A hand brushed my sleeve, and I spun, sword up.

“Not a wolf! Not a wolf!” The pretty brown-haired girl threw her hands up in the air.

I blinked in surprise. “Amber Watson?”

“Apprentice faerie godmother, at your service,” Amber said with a curtsy. “Gem, please,” she called to my aunt.

“Catch!” Aunt Chloe tossed Amber the sapphire, and the shimmering golden bubble traveled with it.

Amber caught the gem neatly and waved it at me. “Follow me!” She took off running, then added over her shoulder, “Stay close so the shield protects us both.”

I hurriedly sheathed my sword and jogged after her. “Will she be okay?” I asked when I caught up. “Aunt Chloe, I mean.” And Kylian? Was he truly on my side? Surely he wouldn’t hurt my aunt.

“Oh, sure. It’d take more than a bunch of little wolves to take Clíodhna down. Don’t worry about her.”

“Clíodhna?”

“She’s epic, but she can explain that later. I need to get you to the Wolf Gate.” Amber slowed and held up the sapphire, which was shining brightly in the dark forest. “There’s the trail.”

I squinted through the gloom. “I’ll take your word for it.”

“Now, I don’t mean to pry, but your backpack is cheeping.”

“The chicks!” I patted the bottom of my bag. “I hope they’re doing okay.”

“Chicks, like . . . chickens?” asked Amber.

“Yes,” I said, rather defensively.

“All right.” Amber shrugged. “That’s not even the weirdest thing that’s happened this week.”

“So, you’re not really learning to be a librarian?” I ducked under a branch.

“Oh, I am. Well, I’m not like in school for it or anything, but if you need to know anything about the Dewey Decimal System, I’m your girl.” She stopped and squinted into the dark forest, then continued walking. “Surprised?”

“You’ve never struck me as much of a reader, that’s all. Isn’t Isobel the bookish one in your family?”

“Hey, I read a book this month! Well, listened. It was an audiobook. Okay, it was an audio novella. But Miss Chloe says it counts.” She walked on for a minute before adding, “But you’re right. I’m not working at the library for the love of books. Your aunt’s been teaching me magic, which you should be very grateful for right now, as this ward seems to be working for me.” She tossed the sapphire and caught it in her other hand. “Okay, that gate should be around here somewhere.”

As Amber slowed, I noticed that we actually were following a faint trail.

“Here it is.” She held the sapphire up, but, as far as I could tell, they were simply two trees, their branches reaching together above the path.

“Right, Kylian. I totally would have found this on my own,” I muttered.

“Yeah, it’s pretty hard to see if you’re not looking for it. Which is, you know, the point.” She reached out her free hand. “Are you ready to go?”

I thought of my parents at home in our farmhouse, of the café filled with the smells of sugar and coffee. Of everything I had ever known and loved.

“Do I have a choice?” I asked.

“Well, you could wait and travel to Faerie with the wolves instead,” said Amber.

“Fine.” I sighed, then squared my shoulders. “Let’s go.”

I took her hand, and together, we stepped away from my whole world.
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“So, Huntsman.” The queen frowned at me, the antlered crown on her head and Ránach perched on the back of her throne. The wolves lounged around the pillars and the raised dais of the vaulted throne room, even though the sun was up. Moriath preferred her pets silent. “That did not go as well as I would have hoped.”

I knelt and lowered my head. “I take full responsibility, Your Majesty.”

The weight of her fury pushed against me until she abruptly pulled her power back, making me fight to remain steady.

“As you should.” Moriath tapped her long fingernails against the stone armrest of her throne. “Still. Clíodhna. To think she’s escaped my notice all these years in that human village.”

I rose to my feet, relieved that the queen’s fury was redirected. “It seems she was masquerading as a librarian.” The ancient Banshee queen had been living a quiet life in Pilot Bay while she watched over her goddaughter, Princess Niamh, but that was over now that she’d revealed herself by helping Niamh escape the wolves.

“A librarian. She’ll pay for this,” spat Moriath. She scratched a black wolf behind his ear. “Now. Where should we look for the princess, boys?” She looked around the room. “My Huntsman seems to be all out of luck.”

My left eye twitched, but I remained silent. At least the queen still believed it was Niamh’s little sister who had eluded her. Disappointing Moriath was nothing compared to her finding out that I’d betrayed her by keeping the crown princess alive. Maybe I’d keep my head a little longer.

It had been too dark for Moriath to see any details by scrying, and none of the wolves had seemed to know any better, even when they’d faced off with the princess. What a force Niamh had been with her sword. Even in that impractical red dress, with a backpack full of chickens, she had been fierce enough to give the faoladh pause.

“Any ideas?” Moriath tilted her head.

The wolf at her feet whimpered.

“Dylan? Up with you, then.” Moriath pointed at the wolf, and a ring on her finger flashed.

Dylan stretched up into his fae form and straightened his tunic. “That human girl. She could help.”

“Which one?” Moriath asked through clenched teeth. “You’ll have to be more specific. That realm is crawling with them.”

“Audrey, Your Majesty,” Dylan replied. “The one that helped Gavin escape.”

“Ah, yes.” The queen leaned back on her throne, her eyes narrowed. “Another disappointment. How long have you failed in retrieving that rogue wolf, Huntsman?”

“Too long, Your Majesty.” I bowed. There were so few times I’d allowed myself to work against Moriath. Too many mistakes and I would have lost the ability to watch over Niamh. But I hadn’t been able to make myself drag the only good faoladh and his human partner back to face the queen’s wrath
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