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			For anyone who has read a fairytale and thought, “Yeah, I’d kiss the monster.” 
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1.

			Top five things that caught me off guard when I uprooted my #influencerlife and moved to a cabin in the middle of the woods:

			You can’t escape the sound of angry tweets even if you log offline because birds and squirrels are way louder than anyone tells you.

			Literal actual Mothman falling on my roof during a storm.

			Falling in love with said Mothman, whose human form is unspeakably good-looking (though, I’ve grown pretty fond of how he looks as a monster too).

			A monster-obsessed hunter using me as bait to lure Moth out of hiding.

			And lastly, becoming mortally wounded and permanently transformed into an immortal moth-creature…

			Yeah, I’m still kinda processing that last one. 

			Not exactly the calm #cottagecore life I was looking for, huh? My life in the woods had a rocky start, but honestly, ours is a classic love story. Girl meets cryptid, nurses him back to health, and they fall madly in love—all the drama surrounding our story is not what I need to be focusing on. 

			Despite all the wild rumors posted online and sightings of Moth in the woods and me at the nearest Trader Joe’s, we’ve managed to create a pretty cozy little life in the mountains together. I’ve been capturing it one snapshot a day; the photos are just for me, and once in a while, for my social platforms. I don’t feel pressured to share anything I don’t want to, not anymore. 

			This morning is typical—for us, at least. It started with sweet moments cuddled in the cabin, records spinning and our limbs intertwined. Now, we’re out stretching our legs and wings before a brunch date with Rosie and Clara. They’ll be over in a few hours, and honestly, I had to get Moth out of the house before he devoured all the treats I made. The legendary cryptid from Point Pleasant has my heart and one hell of a sweet tooth. 

			We walk through the forest together, birdsong filling our ears while leaves crinkle at our feet. After everything that happened last year, you’d think I’d be terrified to be out here in the middle of nowhere, but Moth is never far away. It’s easy to relax when he’s at my side. When we’re alone in the woods, I try to get used to my new form. The glistening green wings are gorgeous, but I bump into everything—and I mean everything.

			There isn’t a knickknack or picture frame that the tips of my wings hasn’t toppled over in our cabin. I don’t know how Moth does it, but he’s been spreading his wings in the more metaphorical sense lately. He’s still not a social butterfly, but he’s working on it, and I’m proud of him for that. 

			As intimidating as he can be, he’s a goofy gentle soul, and I’m glad more people are getting to see that. 

			I take his hand, swinging our arms as we walk. He grins, his pointed teeth gleam in sun, and my mind wanders to images of his fangs digging into the exposed skin of my shoulders. I’m about to pull him into a kiss when something odd and prismatic catches my eye. 

			“Hey, do you see that?” I move forward, feeling Moth catch the tip of my wing to try to slow me. 

			I rush toward the source. The hollow of a tree ripples and gleams gold for a moment before something flies through the center. Moth catches a piece of ancient-looking parchment in his claws. His handsome face creases in a frown as his eyes flick over the page, a golden glow the shade of sunrise beginning to encircle his body. It starts at his wrists like a puff of smoke then flows between us like a heavy cloud.

			“What? What is it?” I ask. Until this point, I’ve been working under the assumption that the strangest thing in the forest is standing right next to me. 

			“We have been summoned.” Moth draws me close until his chin rests upon my head, and his arms wrap tightly around me. Shielding my body, he attempts to lunge out of the golden light, but it keeps hold of us like a force field. The world around us is tinted in yellow and carries a faint scent of flowers as it continues to build and glow around us. 

			No, no, no, no– 

			Oh my god, whatever this is—whatever is happening—it’s something even he can’t stop. 

			“My flame…” he says desperately. For a moment, I’m unsure if he’s going to try to push me away—to do this alone. I hold tight around his waist and am glad when he doesn’t let go. Swallowing my nerves, I melt into him. 

			Whatever happens, I’m just glad that we’ll be in this together. 

			“Where are we going?” I ask as the light turns to liquid gold. I tightly close my eyes, tucking my head so it rests on his firm chest.  

			“Home.” His voice ripples as the world twists and turns like a tide during a lightning storm. 

			Home…

			How can that be true when that’s where we already are? 
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			So, like, when Moth revealed he was some kind of royalty banished to the mortal realm, I figured it was kind of a done deal. They sent him to my world as a punishment—no way they would try to bring him back, right? Apparently, I was wrong because waiting to greet us when we zap into Moth’s old world are a dozen winged guards who look just about as confused as I am. They wordlessly shuffle the two of us inside a castle that looks like something out of a fantasy novel while I shout a million questions that go unanswered. Moth remains calm and silent at my side. 

			“Where are you taking us?” 

			“What do you want?” 

			“Where are we?”

			Hah! Whatever their orders are, talking to us isn’t one of them. I puff up. Moth has always been the strong, silent type, but couldn’t he at least say something? I glance at the row of guards and feel a lump form in my throat. I assumed there were more creatures like him wherever he was from, but seeing this many pairs of wings is still surreal. They march with stern looks on their partially obscured faces, their full armor shining in spotless silver. I shrink closer to Moth, finding a small comfort in his strong arm encircling me as we we’re led forward. 

			He could take the guards out with a snap of his claws. Why is he still in human form anyway? Why is he just letting them lead us to our doom? With every step, anxiety takes my heart in its hand and squeezes. 

			I wonder if he’s worried that transforming will give them a reason to attack. Ugh.

			As far as Sundays go, this is a pretty bad turn of events. I mean, not only could we get murdered, but worse, I have homemade gluten-free cinnamon rolls cooling on the counter. They are going to get stale if they’re left out.

			Why did we have to get pulled through a portal today?

			I know Moth did something terrible to get banished, but damn, it’s clear that his reputation is way worse than I realized. Twelve armed guards in full armor seems like a lot for two people.

			We’re led through a flower-filled hallway with high arched columns. Everything is light and floral with high ceilings bleeding into the natural elements outside. The walls are sculpted in what looks like shining white marble. It’s hard to believe that my dark, brooding cryptid came from a place so … pastel.

			“I will not let harm come to you.” Moth’s deep rumble is a warm blanket pulled over my ears. I shouldn’t be worried. I know how powerful Moth is. In the mortal realm, with him at full strength, we’d have nothing to worry about. But we’re not in the mortal realm, and I have no idea what could be waiting for us here. I tightly clutch his elegant, clawed fingers to keep from trembling. 

			Our friendship with Rosie and Clara may have helped him brush up on his people skills, but if there was any time to go “full monster” and knock these guards down like a stack of playing cards, it would probably be now, right?

			Oh my god. They’re going to make us prisoners and feed us stale bread and water for the rest of our lives, and I can’t even eat bread! I’ll wither away and be horribly bloated for the rest of our dark and damned days in the castle’s dungeons.

			“My flame,” Moth whispers, squeezing my hand. “No harm will come to you.” His complete disregard for himself makes my shoulders puff up. I refuse to step into this afraid, not when there might be some way I can help.

			“So we’re just letting them take us to … whoever is in charge?”

			“Yes.”

			“And you have a plan?” I whisper from the side of my mouth, hoping the guards don’t have supersonic hearing.

			“Yes.”

			“And you’re going to tell me said plan?”

			His red eyes shift to the guards. Right. That makes sense. I’m not the quietest of whisperers. That’s evident from the glances we’re getting from the guards. Ugh.

			At least one of us knows what they’re doing. Though, it would have been nice to have a little time to strategize before the enemy captured us. I straighten, shaking off the panic that—let’s be honest—is still gripping my heart. This, unfortunately, isn’t my first time being kidnapped; the whole thing has my skin crawling with memories. This time feels much more dignified than being tied up and pulled from my cabin in the middle of the night, which gives me time to think and look around for any possible exit plan.

			The guards are big, but Moth is bigger. They have numbers, but I’m sure he’s handled himself in worse situations. If negotiations are the solution, I once talked a trendy designer brand into letting me wear an unreleased sample at a red carpet in my heyday.

			Together, we can handle anything.

			We’re led to a giant door with intricate carvings at the end of the hallway. I’m prepared for either bloodshed or the verbal battle of a lifetime. Instead, the impossibly large door is pushed open to reveal a woman—pale with dark Old Hollywood curls and deep mauve lips—standing as stiffly as a mannequin in a window display. She’s on what looks like a stage at the end of the room with a series of thrones behind her.

			Sunlight streams through a massive skylight, making it look like part throne room, part greenhouse. The scent of flowers tickles the back of my throat, threatening to drive a sneeze from my nose—which would be one way to break the ice.

			“It really is you,” the woman gasps. If this realm has a queen, it’s got to be her. Her brow pinches at the center as she regards Moth and me, squinting as if trying to clear her vision. The heartbreak on her face suggests whatever Moth did to be banished was, in fact, very, very bad. I steady myself, ready to come to his defense. Not only does he barely remember this place, but he’s changed.

			Though, something tells me we’re not about to be sentenced to death or locked in a dungeon. No, something else is going on here.

			“I am ready to pay for whatever crimes I have committed,” Moth says.

			He’s what now? This had better be a part of the aforementioned plan.

			“My only request is that you let the woman beside me go in peace.”

			Okay, no. Can we not do the whole hot self-sacrificing hero thing before I’ve had my second cup of coffee? But then Moth squeezes my hand like he did when I asked if he had a plan. He’s buying us time; I just hope whatever he’s planning works.

			The queen squints her moss-colored eyes, her wings motionless as if she’s frozen in time.

			“Mother?” Moth’s deep voice cracks.

			His mother…

			They have the same sharp cheekbones, dark eyes, tall frames, and sculpted chins. I see it now. The resemblance is so strong I’m surprised I didn’t realize sooner.

			“How… I…” Moth struggles to find the words. The queen descends the staircase, and Moth, as if in a trance, moves toward her. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen him look this uncertain. 

			Thud!

			The door bursts open, revealing a woman with short periwinkle hair and soft round features racing toward us. Unlike the row of formal guards, she’s dressed more casually, wearing a chest plate on top of a billowing white linen dress. It is honestly a killer look and probably not what I should be fixated on right now.

			“No, no, no, no, no,” she groans, pointing toward the guards, who back away as if her gaze alone could cast them to stone. “Why is he here already? You were supposed to bring him to the east wing, and who briefed you on this? Was it Scarlet? I swear I will finally kick her off the patrol if she does not get—”

			The young woman stiffens, her shiny silver armor creaking as she takes in the scene of Moth’s mother standing inches away from the two of us. I’d guess she’s around eighteen at the most, but knowing how old Moth is (or rather not knowing), appearances don’t mean much. Iridescent butterfly wings in a gorgeous shade of blue flap at her back as she pivots toward Moth.  

			“Hello.” Her voice takes a sheepish turn from the brash tone she had with the guards. I can’t help but notice how her eyebrows quirk when she glances at me—another reminder that I am not supposed to be here.

			“Holly, what is the meaning of all this?” The queen brushes a tear from her cheek.

			Holly. Could this be another family member?

			“This was all meant to be a surprise.” Holly is short compared to the others, though they tower over me like elven royalty, which maybe isn’t too far off.

			She circles Moth as if inspecting him before throwing her arms around him—the very picture of a gleeful younger sibling. “Welcome home, brother!” she squeals. 

			Sweet, precious Moth stands with his arms stiffly at his sides with a look I can only read as “Help me.”

			Together, we had prepared for war, but nothing could have prepared us for a family reunion.
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			“I only expected Death,” Holly turns her attention to me. “You are not supposed to be here.”

			I wince at the word: Death. It’s not a threat, but a name. I sharply turn to Moth, who shrugs. Could that have been his name here? 

			“Heather will remain at my side or be safely returned to the mortal realm,” Moth says. His body is as rigid as a statue. I can understand why he’s unwilling to put his guard down—but this is his family, right? I’m sure they’ll forgive him for being skeptical, but this is my first, and only, chance to make a good impression. From the way his sister is eyeing me as though I’m an unwelcome surprise, I think I’m already blowing it. 

			I straighten my posture, brush off my dress, and try my best to turn on any ounce of charm I can summon.

			She clearly didn’t think her beloved big brother was going to come home with a girlfriend. I need to play it cool and win both her and the queen over.

			“Allow me to introduce my mother, Queen Plume of Eclipsica, and I am Princess Holly—First Knight in the Royal Guard.” Holly steps forward, her tone and body language suddenly more formal.

			“Heather! Hi, wow, it’s like so nice to meet you!” I extend my hand to Queen Plume first—but that’s not how you’re supposed to greet royalty, is it? I fumble backward, folding myself into an awkward curtsy. Shakily, I repeat the gesture with Holly, who raises her eyebrows in a way that suggests I should have probably just stuck to the handshake. My darling cryptid boyfriend, however, does not budge. 

			“Moth,” I whisper, placing my hand on his shoulder for support.

			“Moth?” Holly tilts her head, the furrow of her brow deepening into two heavy lines. The way she said the word, Death rings in my ears. God, that really was his name, wasn’t it? No matter the realm, it seems like he can’t get away from being seen as this dark mysterious thing. As if he isn’t a total cinnamon roll! I’m used to calling him Moth, but if he wants his old name back, I’ll gladly adjust.

			“I will not stand trial addressed as anything else.” Moth laces his fingers in mine, pulling my body close to his side.

			“Stand trial…” Holly repeats, but Queen Plume doesn’t seem to hear.

			“This name—Moth. It is what you call him?”

			“Oh, oh yeah. I just—well I, um, last year he sort of landed on my house and, uh, wouldn’t really give me a name. Which is like so fair because … you know.” I gesture vaguely to the castle. “So I asked if I could call him Moth, and he said he didn’t mind, and I—”

			Someone, for the love of God, please stop me from talking.

			“It is the name she chose for me,” Moth jumps in, giving me a moment to breathe. It’s not a moment too soon because any more intense eye contact from Queen Plume is going to give me an actual heart attack.

			“And it is also the name you choose for yourself?” she asks. 

			“It is.” There’s warmth in his eyes when they meet mine, causing a smile to curl on my lips. A name is something so personal. It’s not like Moth was a creative choice, but I’m glad it feels like his.

			“Then Moth you shall be.” His mother clasps her hands together and nods—with approval or disapproval, I’m not sure. Her matter-of-fact way of speaking moves the conversation forward. With a wave of her hand, the guards are dismissed, and the four of us are left alone. 

			“Mother, do you not think that is a little on the nose?” Holly protests in a hushed tone. “Surely there is something more regal or—” 

			“It is not my choice to make.” Queen Plume gives the same easy shrug as Moth, a twinkle gleaming at the corner of her green eyes. “And I like it.”

			“But—but—but—” Holly stammers, following at her mother’s heels.

			They bicker in a way that reminds me a little of my mom and me. I guess complicated mother-daughter relationships extend through every realm. The pair don’t wait for us to head out of the throne room. Moth and I exchange glances, and at his nod, we follow. I need a coffee, a nap, and to check in with Moth before I feel ready for anything more, but we trudge down the ornate pathways of Moth’s former home.

			When I started dating a mysterious cryptid, I thought I’d avoid the whole “meet the parent” thing. On my end, at least. Mom is fully obsessed with my gorgeous, 7-foot-tall boyfriend. She’s already planning a wedding and told me she wants her future grandchildren to call her “Glam-ma,” which earned the first of many eye rolls from me over the holidays.

			But that was a “bring your boyfriend home for Christmas” kind of thing. With Moth’s family, someone has literally summoned us to a whole other world. Obviously, I want to be supportive, but this is kind of a lot for 2 p.m. on a Sunday. 

			With the grace of a ballerina, Moth’s mother—Plume, the faerie queen, I’m still trying to grasp what I’m dealing with here—leads the way. I can’t help but notice Moth is stiff and on edge, as if he’s not ready to accept all of this. I can’t blame him.

			Everything is moving so fast. In one breath, the queen rattles off bits of history to me. I nod politely but honestly can’t keep up with a thing she’s saying. Suddenly, as if Moth is waking up from a daydream, he inhales a deep breath, glancing around at the tapestries and storybook windows. His ruby eyes widen with shock. 

			“Am I not to stand trial for my crimes?” he asks, an edge to his voice. 

			This again.

			The hugs and tears should have been a good sign that we are in the clear, but I don’t know their family dynamic. Would it be surprising to have this warm reunion end with a lavish personal tour of the dungeons? Yes. But what hasn’t been surprising about today?

			“My darling son.” The queen finally gets the nerve to place her hand on Moth’s shoulder. He visibly stiffens, his eyes widening as if he’s fighting the urge to flee, but he stands strong. “What crimes could you have possibly committed?”

			“I remember very little before my banishment,” Moth says quietly, taking a step backward. 

			“Banished?!” Holly shouts, shaking her head. “Is that what you think happened?”

			Moth’s eyes glaze over, as blank as an old iPhone the day after the release of a new model. I give his large hands a squeeze as a signal that I’m going to try my best to help navigate this.

			“He’s been kinda rolling with the whole bad-guy-banished-to-another realm thing,” I say, and wow, those are not the words I meant to choose.

			Queen Plume’s shoulders fall as she leads us farther into the castle.

			“Come, let us find some place more comfortable to talk,” Queen Plume says, and her slight smile reminds me of the way Moth looks when he’s hiding something. “I think there’s someone who will be even more pleased to see you.”

			My heart twists. Am I about to be confronted with a former lover? It’s just been the two of us for so long, I’m not sure I’m ready for a romantic rival. My eyes dart to Moth, who is as stiff as ever. I shouldn’t be worried. Heck this is the most stable, healthy relationship I’ve ever been in, but can love and comfort compete with history?

			What if, as soon as he sees their face, he’s overcome with a million memories of the greatest love he’s ever known? I gulp, focusing on the clusters of pink flowers that climb the large, rounded columns in the great halls. 

			Together, I remind myself. Whoever is waiting—we’ll face them together. 
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			Moth’s old bedroom. 

			If the castle was sunshine and flowers, this room would be the moon. The walls are dark wood, and the ceiling sparkles with painted stars that gleam in the flickering candlelight. But unlike the pristine beauty of the throne room, this room has been destroyed. Dark navy curtains hang in tatters, paintings hang askew, and the space seems robbed of anything personal…

			“The magic to track someone through a portal requires a token,” Holly explains, her wings tight against her back. “I apologize for the state of things. I have been searching for a very long time.” 

			Queen Plume holds a hand to her chest. Could it be the first time she’s been back since Moth disappeared? 

			The air is heavy; it’s like a scrapbook that’s been left in the rain or a wound torn open. But not everything here is lifeless. I spot a large, tufted couch with a black fur blanket in the corner, lush and cozy with pillows haphazardly arranged on the cushions. At least, that’s what it looks like until it starts to move. A head reveals itself from the mess of fur, and two large beady eyes set their sights on Moth.

			“Sprout?”

			If you took the floof of a Pomeranian and scaled it up to the size of a Great Dane—and gave it two antennae on the top of its head—that would be Sprout.

			He bounds up to Moth with thundering paws. Moth allows himself to be knocked over by the fluffy beast. It reminds me of those viral videos where soldiers return from war. After decades of sulking around this library, Sprout’s person is finally here.

			Queen Plume places a hand on my shoulder. When I look up, her eyes are dewy and bright. If she had any doubt in her mind that Moth was really her long-lost son, this moment has shown her everything she needed to see. People can deceive other people—but dogs? They always know what’s up.

			“Most of your time in this castle was spent in this room,” Queen Plume murmurs softly “Do you recall it?”

			The toothy grin on Moth’s face wavers at the question. “I am sorry,” he breathes, ruffling his large hands through Sprout’s mountain of fur. Sprout’s paws tap happily on the stone floors as the fluffy beast rolls from his back to his belly. There’s a patch of white on his left paw and a light dusting of gray fur under his chin. Decades this cute giant furball has been waiting for Moth to return, and the urge to capture it all on video makes my palms itch to grab the phone from my pocket. But with a mood this heavy, I resist. 

			Not every moment is meant to be captured after all. 

			“It was underhanded enough to push you through a portal. Wiping your memory is downright cruel.” Holly shifts, and the gentle rays of sunlight cast a beam of light off her silver chest plate and right into my eyes.

			“Okay so…” I blink white spots from my vision before glancing at Moth. He is adorably distracted by the giant dog-like creature, and I assume he won’t mind me taking over this conversation, so I ease myself into an nearby chair. Holly breaths out a deep sigh before both she and the queen sit opposite of me. 

			Right… Probably should have let the royalty sit first. 

			“What exactly happened?” I ask, cringing at the way I’m probably breaking every social expectation by doing so. 

			“Your father, the old king, passed away.” Queen Plume addresses Moth rather than me. “I was not in a place to lead, Holly was far too young, and you were next in line.”

			“We had an uncle—Atlas. He wanted the throne.” Holly picks up the story, fiddling with the hilt of the sword strapped to her belt.

			“I must assume he faked your demise.” Queen Plume spits out the words bitterly. “And I believed I buried my son and husband just weeks apart.”

			Holly pats her mother’s knee in reassurance, but there are daggers in her sharp blue eyes. There’s some part of this story she’s not willing to tell yet.

			“Uncle Atlas took the mantle,” Holly says through gritted teeth, “after father died and you disappeared. He ruled until only a few years ago.”

			“After all of the work he did to take the throne…” Queen Plume gulps shaking her head. “He… he fell in love. It was someone who worked in the castle. They ran off in the night, and I took the mantle once again.” 

			Huh. That’s a twist on the classic evil uncle trope that I didn’t expect. While I’m glad it landed Moth in my life, I feel sorry for the two of them.

			“First off, that’s horrible, and I am so sorry,” I say, unsure who to address. They’ve both carried an unfair amount of grief all this time. “But this all started decades ago, right? How did you find Moth now?”

			“I never stopped looking,” Holly says, staring at Moth like he’s some kind of superhero. “I knew you were still out there—somewhere.”

			How?

			I want to ask, but I can’t bring myself to be so bold, especially not when there are other things I’m curious about. 

			“Wait, wait, wait. If Moth is supposed to be dead, isn’t it going to be weird if he’s just kind of walking around the castle?”

			“You will find the people of Eclipsica are nothing if not dramatic.” Holly scoffs. “It will take more than a faked death to rattle the people here.”

			Queen Plume stands suddenly, and the three of us jump to rise with the queen. 

			“May we speak for just a moment?” She holds out her hand to Moth. After a long pause, he stands, clasping his clawed hand in hers. As stiff as a board, Moth follows the queen out to a small balcony. Despite how torn apart it is now, this must have been a beautiful room to have growing up. 

			I stretch my back, feeling the pressure of my wings aching to stretch wide across the room. It’s large enough, but I don’t want to knock over anything, so I wear the tension like a second skin. It’s a trick I’ve been learning to master when I’m trying to be careful at home. I’ve broken more teacups than I can count, and I’m sure the items in this place cost more than I could ever pay. 

			“So, you opened the portal, right? Why send a letter and not just come yourself?” 

			Holly narrows her dark eyes. “Ah, well, with a letter I was able to be vague on the off-chance I missed my target.” Holly fiddles with the hilt of her sword again, a child holding tight to their favorite stuffed animal while putting on a brave face. 

			“Wait, let me get this straight. You just threw random objects into a portal thingy, hoping it would find him?” 

			“Magic is not a skill I relish or, frankly, take pleasure in.” She shrugs. In this moment, her cool indifference makes her look so much like her brother. “I can open small rifts in the veil, but the magic is crude and takes a considerable amount of effort.” 

			“Well, I mean, I guess it worked, right?”

			“Finally.” The sigh of relief is a nice break from the tough girl vibes she’s been giving off ever since Moth stepped away.

			That explains all the random lost things he’s squirreled away in his burrow. I want to ask her to explain further, but she’s already glaring daggers at me—and holding a literal sword. I do my best to piece it all together. 

			“King Atlas is really gone?” I ask, unable to help myself. After all that work to get the crown, it seems strange he’d just run off, but then again, people do wild things when they’re in love.

			“Of course, love led him astray like it has for many others.” She fiddles with her blade once more. “Running off with a servant in the middle of the night—it’s such a romantic notion, isn’t it?”

			“But that’s not what happened, is it?” I ask, leaning in closer. “Did you banish him, or is he going to show up for like an awkward family reunion thing?”  

			“Oh…” She looks up only slightly from her shining sword. “He will not be returning to the castle.”

			“Did you…?” I begin but can’t bring myself to finish the sentence—not when she’s smiling like that.

			Welp, Holly has officially gone from cool and intimidating to terrifying. I don’t know what the rules of this realm are, but I’d take a guess that murder is probably still a bad thing.

			“Oh yeah, cool.” I try—and fail—to sound unfazed. There’s just one other thing that has been bothering me.

			“How do we get back?” I ask, and that’s when Holly’s face shifts to something cold and deadpan.

			“You can’t.”
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			“We’re stuck here?” I shout, my wings unfurling as I jump to my feet, knocking a few dozen books from a shelf. “Sorry, ah, um, no, no, no, that doesn’t work for me.”

			“You are a commoner in a castle among royalty,” Holly says, cocking a thick eyebrow. 

			Clearly I’ve offended her, but hello? She can’t mean we’re supposed to be here forever-forever, right? 

			“Okay, yes.” I gesture around Moth’s tattered bedroom. “This is all very impressive—” 

			Even in shambles, is it the most beautiful room I’ve ever seen? Yes. Would I have liked a little heads up before getting ripped from my cozy life in the woods? Also, yes.

			“You will adjust.” She acts as if this is something as simple as a missed flight or canceled hotel, not a life-altering decision neither Moth nor I had a say in. “I understand it must be a lot for you to take in.”

			“But you’re saying we’re going to be here… No—no, sorry! Oh my god. There are things from home I kind of like … need.”

			Moth’s heavy steps rattle the floorboards behind me. I turn and both he and the queen have finished their conversation and returned from the balcony. 

			“Surely that cannot be true.” For a split second, I think he might be agreeing with Holly until he stands protectively at my side.

			“We must return.” From his lack of rage, I’m assuming he didn’t hear the part where she called me a commoner. Still, it’s good to know Moth has my back. 

			“Transporting you here took me years to master,” Holly begins. “I’m sure whatever you need can be acquired.”

			“Do you have Synthroid, preferably in a 100-mcg dose?” I sigh, casting a painful glance at Moth. 

			“I’m sure our chefs can make whatever manner of delicacies from your world.” Holly’s voice is flat as if explaining this to me is a chore. 

			Queen Plume nods in approval. “I too would like to try this Synthroid.”

			Oh, my god.

			“It is a medication,” Moth interjects. “And it is taken daily.”

			“A medication?” Queen Plume cocks her head in my direction.

			“It is impossible,” Holly says, running her fingers through her short blue hair. “It took me years to master creating a portal in the first place, it’s closed by now, and I’m without the resources to cast another spell.”

			“That is unacceptable.” Moth’s deep tone leaves little room to argue. Holly’s eyes widen, as if the words caused a physical blow. She doesn’t expect us to stay forever, does she? 

			“A week, ” she finally relents. “Give me a week to gather the supplies I need.”

			Moth looks down at me for approval and I nod. A week. Yeah, we can do that. My thyroid has been pretty balanced, and I’m sure a few days without medication won’t make me flare up. Not too badly, at least.

			“One week,” he agrees with a nod. It’s not like we have much choice. Medication or no medication, this will be a good chance for Moth to finally get to see where he’s from.

			“Don’t worry about me. Seriously, it’s just one week,” I insist before Moth has a chance to overthink this. “I’ll be fine—probably—definitely.”

			We stand in an awkward huddle before going on another impromptu tour with the queen as our guide and Sprout at Moth’s heels.

			I hope Moth’s sanity is faring better than mine because every moment in this castle feels like I’m being pulled deeper into a dream. I mean, how am I supposed to act in this situation? As rude as Holly’s comment was, she’s not wrong. I am a commoner and can’t even begin to piece together the rules of this world.

			Is Holly going to run me through with her sword if I don’t stand ten paces behind Moth while we walk down the hallway? Is there going to be one of those long dinner tables with both of us sitting on opposite ends? Can she get us home by the end of the week?

			“Heather.” Moth’s voice makes me squeak like a mouse caught in a trap of my own thoughts. His mouth picks up in a smile at the sound. Despite himself, he chuckles, pulling me close.

			Okay, there goes the whole “walk ten paces behind” thing. I glance at Holly to gauge her disapproval, but she says nothing. Instead, she looks up at her older brother with stars in her eyes, like a child meeting a princess at their birthday party.

			Behind the tough-murdery-sword girl thing, there’s a lonely child who dearly missed her brother. I’ve always wondered what it would be like to have a sibling. In influencer world, it would have meant someone to collaborate, share ideas, and maybe even start a podcast with. And most of all, it would mean having a teammate when my mom was driving me crazy. By the way Holly stares up at him with awe, it’s clear Holly missed her brother every day. It would be sweet if she wasn’t so damn scary. 

			Honestly, the whole murder thing shouldn’t put me off this much. I mean, Moth has done some questionable things in the time that he’s been in the moral realm. But in the past year, we’ve stayed up late trading stories, regrets, and our dreams for the future. There’s been a deep sadness in his eyes when he talks about his past. With Holly, there was no remorse. I didn’t know King Atlas. Maybe he deserved it, maybe not. But in a weird way, I’ll always be grateful to him. Moth getting transported to the moral realm is the reason we’re together. If it had never happened, then, well, we would never have happened. 

			However complicated, a future without him isn’t what I want to think about.

			All that said, King Atlas did sound like a giant dick. If I were a stabby kind of person, maybe I would have taken the same route. Queen Plume seems more like the poisoning type, but if push came to shove, Moth would definitely claw someone’s face off. I think—

			“My flame…” Moth’s urgent whisper shakes me out of my meandering thoughts, back to the ivory hallway. In an instant, I’m keenly aware of his iron grip at my waist.

			“Hi, yes, sorry!” I squeak, hopping to attention. “I’m here. Sorry, long, long day.”

			“You two require rest.” Queen Plume hums thoughtfully. “At the end of this week, we will have a ball to celebrate your return.”

			“Mother, you are just looking for an excuse to throw a ball.” Holly groans, a hint of a smile on her lips. There’s no bite to her words; if anything, she is amused. After all, her brother is home, why wouldn’t she want to celebrate?

			“The gesture is unnecessary,” Moth protests. He doesn’t like much of a fuss. My interest however is fully piqued. I mean hello, a ball? Despite my desire to keep life low-key, I have never been able to resist the sway of a fancy dress. Just throw me in a pile of chiffon and hand me a plate of hors d’oeuvres already.

			“Nonsense
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