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      To everyone who told me “yes” even when I told myself “no.” You know who you are.
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      The wind whipped at my face, fierce and powerful. Rain spat at me, sending cold chills shooting down my spine. It didn’t matter. None of it did. I stumbled on the uneven rock but kept going, clutching the amulet like a lifeline. I had to get back to Calienta. I’d been given a magickal stone that had once belonged to the goddess Danu—I might as well use it.

      The mountain’s edge loomed ahead, a sheer drop-off on the rocky-topped Cadillac Mountain. Part of me screamed to turn back. But if I didn’t start believing in the amulet’s power, I’d never be able to use it. Two men died trying to get the stone to me. I owed it to them.

      Only a little bit farther. Just a few more feet. I could launch myself into the same portal Cali had disappeared through. I just needed to open it first. Gripping the amulet tight in my hand, I shouted with all my might, “Open the portal!” I squeezed the stone and kicked off from the ground at the exact spot where Cali had stood when she’d been taken.

      “K! It isn’t working! Stop!”

      The voice of Gabe, my best friend, trickled into my ears, but it was dulled and easy to ignore. I was going to help Cali.

      Gravity soon took over. I soared in the air for only a few seconds before dropping like a stone. The rocks below rose on me too fast.

      “Go up. Go up!” I cried, shaking the stone in my hand. “Work!”

      But the amulet didn’t obey.

      “Work! Now!”

      But nothing happened. It didn’t matter that I’d commanded the amulet to take action. It wasn’t listening. I plunged toward the ravine floor, almost catapulting toward the bottom. I scrambled, searching for anything I could grab on to—an outcropping of rock, a tree, or a branch. There was nothing. Gabe might have cried out. Air rushed past me, lifting my hair at the sides of my head. I squeezed my eyes shut as I waited for death.

      Yet just when I should have struck bottom, I slammed into something soft, almost like a giant pillow. I jerked my head up to ID my savior and blinked. This was one of those things I hoped I’d never have to explain to anyone else. I’d landed on the feathered back of an enormous white bird.

      The creature was about the size of the Audi my “father,” Stephen St. James, had given me for graduation, and it carried me upward. This bird and I’d had a brief encounter only hours ago when it had plucked me from the clutches of a bunch of pissed-off faeries. It hadn’t stuck around for a catch-up afterward.

      “You’d better grab on,” the bird said, speaking to me for the first time. “You know it’d be easy for you to roll off my back.”

      I did what it told me, throwing my arms around the neck of the beast. It beat its great wings, buffeting me with more cold air as it crested the top of the mountain and unceremoniously dropped me on my butt a foot from the ground.

      My heart slammed in my chest as I scrambled to my feet and faced the beautiful sandhill crane. Its charcoal-tipped feathers fluttered as it landed somewhat ungracefully in front of me. Swallowing hard, I quickly swapped panic for curiosity. There was something familiar about this bird now that I could get a better look at it.

      “Um, thanks for saving my life—a second time.”

      I half-expected the beast to fly away again, but this time, it thrust its head forward instead of retreating.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing, K?”

      My overburdened mind fought to make sense of what I was hearing. A giant crane stood before me, speaking in a very familiar voice. The red rings surrounding its eyes made it seem almost menacing until I spotted a clue I hadn’t even known to be on the lookout for. Sandhill cranes usually had yellow eyes, but this one had blue eyes—just like . . .

      “Gabe?”

      “Of course it’s me, dude.” The crane, who was Gabe, began to pace, shaking his head as he walked. “What were you thinking? You could have been killed.”

      So, this was what it was like to be on the receiving end of a parent’s lecture.

      “Sorry. I didn’t get a chance to brief you.” My legs wobbled, and I sank to the earth. I held up the stone, now looped around my neck. “I’m supposed to be the master of this amulet. It’s supposed to work, you know.”

      “I hope you kept the receipt. That freaky stone didn’t get the memo about the whole ‘master’ thing. You almost died, K.” Gabe shook his impossibly narrow head, his gaze never leaving mine.

      Anyone who passed by would assume I’d lost my mind. Maybe I had. In a single night, I’d encountered gnomes, elves, ghosts, reanimated corpses, and warlocks—to name a few. I should have been used to every freakazoid thing thrown my way. Yet I was at a loss for words. Not only was I defending my actions to a giant bird, but Gabe’s feathered presence left me questioning everything. No wonder he’d liked the aviary so much.

      “So, you can turn into a bird now?”

      Gabe winked. “Pretty badass, huh?”

      But though there was an impression of a smile in that long beak and severe expression, my best friend wasn’t taking this in stride. I focused on Gabe and reached out with my mind for his emotions. I first learned I could do this with Cali. Her emotions practically shouted at me. Picking up on Gabe’s feelings was a new development, most likely the result of the stone I still clutched. Gabe’s anxiety crashed over me, and he continued pacing as if to reinforce it.

      “It turns out I’m some shape-shifter. When the C.O.D. ran my car off the road, I turned into this.” He frowned, his forehead creasing as if to coax more scattered details from his memories. “I guess I needed a life-and-death experience to make the change for the first time.”

      The Children of Danu, or the C.O.D., as I called them, were a group of faeries with a bad attitude. It had been four days since they’d attacked us in Ireland during my wedding to Cali, forcing us to go into hiding. We’d fled to Gabe’s family home in Maine, only to discover the C.O.D. had been following us all along. We’d never lost them.

      “Why didn’t you tell me about all this last night when you first rescued me?”

      “I figured if I told you the truth, you’d freak, and I’d drop you. I didn’t want to screw up my first rescue mission. I was better off waiting to share this little nugget of joy when we weren’t several hundred feet above land.”

      “A thought I appreciate, but I’m okay. I’m surprised but not freaking out.” Gabe was part of this world. Maybe it was better this way. I’d need his help to get Cali back.

      Something must have changed in my expression, because Gabe sighed. “So what did the paper say again? I’d ask for it, but . . .” he lifted one impossibly thin leg and set it down, “no thumbs.”

      The moment Cali went missing, a lone strip of paper had floated from the sky with a message. I tugged it from my pocket and held the note for Gabe to read.

      
        
        I’ve been taken by Ainmire, the Star Catcher. Only Rowan will know what to do.

      

      

      He angled his neck to scan the printed words with one large eye and then nodded. “Rowan’s Cali’s sister?”

      “Yeah. She lives in Connecticut, but I don’t know where.” I stowed the message back in my pocket. “I don’t even know her last name. Cali hasn’t told me much—just Rowan’s basic history. She married a mortal and became mortal herself. When you’re immortal, like Calienta’s family, time passes differently. You lose track.” A shudder ran through me. If something happened to Cali now that she was mortal, would her family even realize it, or would they be as out of touch with her life as they appeared to have been with Rowan’s?

      I cast out my senses, focusing on Cali and her feelings. Unlike all the other times, though, nothing came back. Not even a whisper of emotion. I shoved my fears to the back of my mind with the rest of my unpleasant memories and met Gabe’s eyes. “I have no idea how Rowan will help, but we have to try. Cali’s everything to me, Gabe. I can’t lose her.”

      “You won’t. We’ll find her.” He turned around and sank to the ground, his feathers rustling with the movement. “And we’re not going get there by walking. Hop on.”

      I’d never been a big fan of heights. Now that my life wasn’t at risk, flying with Gabe seemed more daunting. Pushing aside my awkwardness, I gritted my teeth and climbed on anyway. The sooner we got to Rowan, the sooner I’d find Cali. Wedging my knees behind Gabe’s wing joints, I circled my arms around his neck. “Where do we start?”

      “Rowan’s. I know where to find her. I had to concentrate on the paper, and then it all got mapped out in my head.” He winked. “I could have used that built-in GPS for some of our day trips at Yale.”

      “No kidding.” Gabe and I had been friends since our first year at Yale. I had only been thirteen. Gabe had instantly taken me under his wing. It’s funny how I’d never seen that in the literal sense—until now.

      Gabe began to beat his wings slowly, but before I could steal another glimpse of the Maine wilderness around us, we shot into the sky.

      I’d been through a lifetime of running in a few short months. I’d had to face too much. More than any seventeen-year-old guy should have to take on. And it wasn’t over yet.
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      Kellen rode on my back in stony silence. I had been relieved when I found out I was a Protector. It explained so much. Like why I had freaked out when Kellen disappeared for months on end earlier this year. Or why I’d had this internal voice or voices screaming at me when we’d gone to eat breakfast in Bar Harbor and when we’d had dinner at William’s house. William was, unfortunately, a warlock, so that had been a horrible choice on my part.

      Either way, I now had answers I’d never expected. I also had a lot of holes in my memory, like too many. Though I knew what I was and that I’d always been tied to Kellen, I couldn’t remember much from my childhood related to him. It wasn’t until I ended up at Yale and I’d seen Kellen that things had changed.

      I’d felt oddly relieved, like I’d lost something for years and had suddenly found it. It was an emotion I couldn’t explain to either of us, so I never tried. I just did my best to keep him safe. No one would dare pick on a scrawny teenager if someone like me stood beside him. I mean, I had pecks. Who’d want to mess with that?

      But, as much of a relief as it was for me to learn all of this, I doubted Kellen would feel the same way. His father had controlled every aspect of his life for years. More likely, he would see this all as some cosmic intervention. Who could blame him? I’d probably feel the same way if I’d had his crappy life too.

      As if on cue, he sat up straighter, then seemed to rethink it and tightened his hold on me. K was not into heights.

      “So you’re here because you’re a pawn in the prophecy too?” he asked.

      I sighed, not sure what I could do to convince him. “K, I’m your friend because you’re cool.” This was true. He was a cool guy. He knew things I’d never heard about. He was quick to laugh and make me laugh. He was brave and strong, and way kind. “I’m definitely not your friend because of some faerie prophecy I didn’t know about until last week. Thanks for springing that on me.”

      It had been weird enough getting invited to Kellen’s wedding out of the blue—I mean, the dude hadn’t even dated in college—but to have it interrupted by a band of faeries was stranger. We’d gone on the run after that, and I’d gotten a crash course in all things faerie.

      “You’re welcome. I still don’t believe you.” His voice had taken on a hard edge.

      “Seriously, man.” Danu, give me patience. Wow, since when had I started thinking about asking Danu for anything? Whatever. “Let’s get one thing straight. Though you’re being an enormous pain in the ass right now, I would have been your friend even if the prophecy never existed. I won’t deny, however, that we did meet because of the prophecy.”

      “Not digging on the enormous-pain-in-the-ass accusation.”

      “I calls ’em as I sees ’em, K.”

      “That statement aside, you sound like you know for certain.”

      Crap. I knew it would come down to this. K was wicked smart. It was only a matter of time before he divined the answer like Dumbledore did in all those Harry Potter movies.

      I had to tell him the truth, too, even if it meant weakening my case that I was his friend because I wanted to be. “I do know for certain, because I’m here for you.”

      He patted my back and ruffled my feathers, literally. “Thanks, man. I’m here for you, too.”

      Though I itched to shake out my feathers, I couldn’t risk throwing him off. “First of all, don’t do that. Second of all, you’re not getting it.” I sucked in a deep breath and let my body guide me southeast. The town of Guilford wasn’t far away. I couldn’t say how I knew where it was, just that it was the place. Even so, it wasn’t close enough that I could blame not spilling the beans on our arrival.

      “Fine. They placed me here to watch over you, okay? Everything that’s happened to me worked the way it did because of you.”

      Kellen stayed silent, so I used that space to fill in the few blanks I had corresponding answers for.

      “Did you know on the day you were born, my mom took me to the hospital where she volunteered? You were born in that hospital. I visited you in the nursery. When you got older, we played on the same playground and went to the same library until you went to boarding school. Then you went to England.”

      Kellen seemed to snap out of things because he jumped into the conversation. “You were there too. You told me. You were in Baldersby Garth, five miles away from my school.”

      “Yeah.” I could still remember that feeling when Dad told us we were moving—intense relief. I’ve never lived more than ten miles from you my entire life. Did you know my brother had a summer job working at your father’s estate? Or that your cook bought bread from the bakery my aunt owned? Like I said, I’m not just a Protector. I’m your Protector.”

      His hands tensed on my back, digging into my feathers again. “You’ve been touched, that’s all.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I have not been influenced by faeries. I’m a creature of Faeries, and they put me here to protect you. Come on, K. Would I lie to you about this?”

      “The Good People can make you think something’s the truth when it isn’t.”

      Crap again. There was so much I wasn’t ready to talk about, so much I’d only begun to process myself, and now he was going to force it out of me. “Remember how you mentioned Ghárda?”

      He eased up on my feathers, and I wished I could turn around and see his face without taking us off course. “What about him?”

      “Well, he’s my birth father. My mom and dad lost their real son at birth . . .”

      I didn’t want to continue. Their real son. I still couldn’t believe it. I’d felt so at home with my family, like I belonged. In a few short hours, I’d learned that was anything but the case.

      “Ghárda gave me to the Stewarts so they would never experience pain. They don’t even know I’m not their real son.”

      “Whoa. I am so sorry. I’m sorry I’m being a skeptic. I really am. It was the same way with Cali, you know.”

      When he put it like that, I didn’t blame him. After showing up in K’s dreams for eleven years, Cali had appeared in K’s Gran’s kitchen one night and told him all these incredible things, like that she was a Star Child, a goddess who lit the stars in the sky at night. Impressive. I have enough trouble remembering to turn on the lights in my apartment sometimes.

      “You’re still freaking me out with all of this. I never expected you’d have a connection to Faerie too.”

      “You think you’re freaking out?” My entire world had been turned upside down after a single incident of faerie intervention. “It was—is—my job to protect you. To protect the Crown.”

      “So you know, about my being a half-faerie prince? That doesn’t sound good. It’s like I can’t commit to one after-school activity or something.”

      “Yeah. It’s weird.” I probably knew more about K than even that breaking news piece. There’d been a rush of thoughts, memories, and ideas the first time I’d shifted that my brain was still catching up with.

      “I think it means you have to bow to me.”

      “Kiss my ass.”

      “I would, but I’d fall off.”

      I snorted. “Nice. Tell me more about the royalty thing.”

      “What’s the point? You already know.” He shifted on my back, the restlessness that usually plagued Kellen returning. Kellen rarely sat still unless he was sleeping, reading, or writing. He even walked when he ate, if he remembered to eat. Today, I had no trouble diving into the root cause of it all. Cali.

      “Hey, can’t you go any faster?”

      “Dude, I’m already flying faster than a badass fighter jet. Chill.” It wasn’t like that would make a difference. He was freaking out, and though I’d never loved anyone like he loved Cali, I could guess how much her disappearance tore him up. “I know where we’re going, and we have just enough time for you to tell me your story. And don’t give me any of that you-already-know crap. I want to hear it from you. Especially about that piece of jewelry around your neck.”

      The information in my mind rushed forward like an eager kid shouting “Pick me!” Still, I didn’t want to rely on my mind for answers. I wanted to hear it from my best friend. It was his story to tell, after all.

      “It turns out my father—you know, the freak that didn’t raise me? Yeah, not my father.”

      “Dude.” Information pricked at the back of my mind. A fuzzy memory that wanted to surface. I pushed it aside, only listening to Kellen’s voice as instinct urged me to start my descent.

      “Stephen was a changeling. Arawn, you know, the Lord of Faerie? He sent him to replace my real father after he kidnapped him and took him to Faerie.”

      Wow, and I thought my life was messed up. Though I’d always encouraged K to make an effort with his father, now I got why that would never have worked. “But what about your real dad?”

      “He’s still trapped in Faerie somewhere. In Arawn’s castle.”

      The Lord of Faerie strikes again.

      “That Arawn guy keeps causing you problems.” Arawn was behind Calienta’s father’s kidnapping, and Kellen had killed him to save Cali’s family.

      “Yep. The bad part about immortals is they come back. Even when you kill them.”

      “And you have the amulet because?”

      “I’m the one Danu chose. I don’t know why. Not that it’s doing me any good. I used it to return to Maine, but it wouldn’t open the portal. You had to fly us.” He shifted again, his knees digging in more behind my wings.

      “We’re almost there. I told you, I’ve got this.”

      “I didn’t even get a chance to marry her . . .” His voice gave out on the last word. “You know, most people can say their weddings didn’t happen because someone backed out, got cold feet. But a faerie attack as a reason to cancel a wedding?”

      “Yeah.” I laughed dryly, my chuckle turning to a cough in the high altitude. My ears popped. “Almost there.”

      Still, he didn’t seem comforted. K had a death grip on my feathers. “Just don’t let anyone see you, okay?”

      “Who do you think you’re dealing with here? An amateur? I’m using a glamour. The mortals won’t see me.” I could get away with all kinds of things now. I could get into exclusive clubs . . . not that I ever really went to clubs. Huh, there was probably something else I could do with this.

      “I’m a little more worried about the C.O.D. They’re the ones who want to kill me, remember?”

      The sun hadn’t come up yet. We were flying against the dawn we’d met up with in Maine, moving over a large tract of rolling farmland. A rambling ranch farmhouse painted in cheery red sprawled out over the land like a colorful blanket someone had dropped over a field of green.

      “K, I told you. I’m your Protector. I’ve got your back. Besides, there’s a truce now.”

      He tightened his hold around my neck. “What do you mean, a truce?”

      But I was spared answering when my inner radar went off. “We’re here.”
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      The wall before me felt cool as I stood, my breath heaving in and out of my chest, inside a world of white. Kellen had just been there—a small distance away from me. Then the portal closed, and he was gone.

      How had Ainmire done it? He shouldn’t have this much power over me, yet he’d restored my immortal powers and trapped me. He shouldn’t have had access to that kind of power.

      I only hoped Gabriel received my message. From the moment I regained my powers, I sensed him beside Kellen. He’d remain there for all eternity—that was the code of the Protectors, after all. Now that I had my powers back, there was so much that I realized I’d kept from Kellen. He didn’t like lies. We’d fought about that very thing moments before he ran off to look for Gabriel in Maine. He’d said he didn’t think he knew me at all. Maybe he didn’t. Now that I’d had the chance to live as Kellen did, I could see how I’d manipulated him. We all had—playing with mortals’ lives like pawns on a chessboard.

      My only choice was to escape this place and find him. I would beg for his forgiveness and ask him to start again. Still, I couldn’t do that if I couldn’t get out of this place. “There has to be a way out of here.” I spun around in a slow circle, looking for anything that would give me a clue about my whereabouts. There was nothing but white fog slithering over the unseen ground, coating everything and coloring my skin. Fog could be tricky that way, blurring the lines between reality and dreams and keeping secrets.

      Wait. I stared into the fog. That was it. Fog didn’t make things disappear. It hid them. What if the fog was just a parlor trick to conceal the exits?

      I drew a deep breath and released it, blowing air in a steady stream that held the force of a small hurricane. The wind ricocheted off walls I couldn’t see as it rushed back at me. Only when it faded did the fog clear enough for me to make out my surroundings.

      I found myself in a long white marble hallway with pillars on either end. No artwork adorned the walls. They were as bare as the ceiling above me and the floor I stood on. At first, the space seemed to go on for quite a distance, but as I walked to the one end, I realized there wasn’t much to it. I reached the end of the hallway without so much as one doorway or window.

      I called upon the four elements with my mind. Just as it had always done, power stirred in my gut. All I had to do was want something and then give that want over to the elements. After that, they just delivered. I’d spent the past few days as a mortal—my way of going into hiding from the Children of Danu since immortals, who burned brighter than everyone else, were so much easier to find on Earth. Even with that gap, I hadn’t forgotten what it was like to command the elements, and it felt second nature to me as they sparked to life. First, a tiny ember would quickly kindle until it formed a full-on flame.

      But today, the energy never went beyond a spark. A small bead of light that died, leaving me with nothing more than a void, not unlike what I’d felt as a mortal.

      A wave of exhaustion crested over me. Leaning back against one wall, I held my head in my hands. “Oh, Kellen. How will I ever get out of here?”

      “The truth lies in your question, Princess. There is no escape for you.” Ainmire’s voice echoed around me.

      I whipped my head up at my captor’s approach. “I will find my way back to him.” Kellen and I had shared a deep connection since he was young, and I had come to him in his dreams.

      “Will you, though? It seems to me you’re having trouble with your newly installed powers. You can’t even get out of a hallway?” He softened his voice as though he were my confidante, but I’d already seen the evil in him.

      “Don’t try to play me, you . . . jerk.” I brightened at my use of mortal terms. Kellen and Gabe would have been so proud of me. “You know nothing of me.”

      “On the contrary.” Ainmire strolled toward me until he leaned against the wall a short distance away. “I’ve already told you. Kellen has chosen to side with my brother. It’s over. St. James no longer belongs to you.”

      My legs trembled, but I forced my face to remain expressionless. “Your brother? Arawn, is your brother?” Of course, this vile man would be tied to the despicable Lord of Faerie, the immortal responsible for tearing my world apart.

      Ainmire nodded as though we were having a normal mortal conversation, probably about the weather. Mortals liked to discuss that as if it were something more than my father getting bored and deciding to send a thunderstorm someone’s way.

      “It worked out nicely for me. Honestly, I couldn’t have planned things better myself. Arawn tricked the Children of Danu and the indigenous faeries into flushing out St. James, and they didn’t even catch on.”

      That had been less Arawn’s plan and more William’s, whose real name had turned out to be Willock. Willock had claimed to love me. Though I didn’t return his feelings and had never professed otherwise, I’d asked him to keep Kellen safe in the name of that love. Willock hadn’t made any promises. Still, I’d hoped for the best from him, and so had his father, my uncle Dillion. If Kellen was with the Lord of Faerie, that could only mean Willock hadn’t listened.

      “You’re certain Kellen is with Arawn, then?” The very idea made me want to hurl. I forced my nausea down. I couldn’t let Ainmire see how much the truth mattered to me. This stranger would be more than happy to manipulate me in whatever way entertained him the most. “I’m asking now so I’ll know where to go when I escape.”

      Ainmire chuckled, his dark hair threaded with white, which hadn’t been there a moment ago. “Mr. St. James’s whereabouts no longer have anything to do with us. Nor do my brother’s.” Something flickered across his face, a wave of something that could equally be described as hate, hurt, or a blend of the two.

      He reached out and rested his hand on my arm. My skin crawled, and I jerked back like I had snapped from a dream. I shook my head to clear it as I stared at him. The threads of white in his hair receded before my eyes. When I blinked, they were gone. A wave of exhaustion settled over me.

      “What did you do to me?”

      Ainmire threw back his head and laughed. “Princess, this is my true form. Now that I have won and captured you, my dear Calienta, I will always be able to be myself.” He trailed a finger down one side of my face.

      “I have nothing to do with you and care little for your true nature.” I stepped back, glaring at him. I would have incinerated him on the spot if I had full command of my powers.

      “But do not be modest. You have everything to do with it.” He stepped in closer so that the wall blocked me from moving. “You are a true immortal, a child of Lugh. A union with you would make me stronger than I’ve ever been. Not to mention, your beauty is beyond compare, my dear.” His gaze slid over me.

      Ugh. I never imagined his use for me might be of the nonmagickal kind. My skin crawled, but I tipped my chin and stared him down. “I will never align with you. I refuse.”

      Ainmire held up his hands, palms out at his sides. “Wondering why you can’t break free of this place? It’s because of the binding I’ve placed on you. You’re my prisoner. In the end, you won’t have a choice.” A wide, wicked smile spread across his face to reveal gleaming white teeth. Then he vanished with a whirl of his cloak, leaving me alone again in the hallway.

      My heart pounded inside my chest, and I couldn’t think for several moments.

      “Panic won’t help you, Cali. You’ll never escape like this.”

      Muttering to myself wouldn’t help either. I had to stay calm, like the sweatshirt I’d seen when walking the streets of Bar Harbor, Maine, with Kellen. “Keep Calm and Eat Lobster.” I wasn’t sure what digesting seafood had to do with staying calm, but the beginning portion could serve me.

      Ainmire had given some precious information away. He’d told me he’d placed a binding spell on me. That was why I’d been unable to use my powers. True, it was potent magick, but I’d always had a particular affinity for getting out of those. My brother, Cab, used to place them on me to see how long it would take me to free myself.

      Closing my eyes, I concentrated on my weak limbs, imagining invisible ropes wrapped around them. I visualized the bindings loosening and myself stepping free of them. In no time, I could move first my fingers and toes, then my legs and arms. Then, finally, I stepped out of my bindings, free.

      “Thank goodness. Now to get out of here.” I scanned the sealed-off hall. There was still no door to be found.

      “What secrets are you hiding from me?”

      The answer came to me as soon as I’d asked the question. That was it. It wasn’t that there was no exit but that it had been hidden from me. Perhaps this place wasn’t even real?

      Once again, I closed my eyes and called the elements. I gritted my teeth, channeling everything I had into finding an exit. Then, in the distance, I heard the thunk of a door unlatching.
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      Flying was like traveling in a super-HOV lane. It would have taken us way longer if I’d driven. There was just one problem. I sucked at landings, and I was coming in fast. I hoped K healed quickly.

      The ground rushed up on me. I extended my feet and beat my wings to create resistance. All I had to do was touch down gently, yet the instant my feet hit the ground, I realized I couldn’t stop. K flew over my head with a shout before landing on his butt on the frost-covered grass several feet ahead of me.

      Panic spiraled in my gut. I closed my eyes and quickly focused on returning to the other me, the pseudo-human me. Changing wasn’t difficult—I only had to imagine myself as I wanted to be in the moment, whether bird or man. My center of gravity shifted, and my skinny bird legs expanded into larger, bulkier ones that, I am not ashamed to say, wouldn’t have been out of place on any football running back. Next, my chest spread and my wings shrank, morphing into arms. A tingling sensation covered my head as my hair re-formed and my beak collapsed in on itself. The entire process took seconds.

      When I’d transformed back, I opened my eyes. K had gotten to his feet, and my fear eased up. There wasn’t a scratch on him that I could see. The stone that was looped around his neck glowed, reminding me how that might have been possible.

      “Sorry about that. I have to work on my landings.”

      What would my real family have thought if they found out I’d just dropped the Prince of Faerie on his butt? I doubted I’d get bonus points because he happened to be my best friend. I did my best to push that worry aside.

      K brushed off his backside and stuffed his hands into his coat pockets. “It’s good. I’m good.” Then, one of my feathers drifted down in front of his face. He caught it, holding it up with a grin. “This could only happen to you.”

      I resisted the urge to check him for signs of a concussion and let out a slow breath. “Everyone needs a signature move, right?”

      It was good to see K smiling, but the expression evaporated on his next breath.

      “We have to find her, Gabe.” His green eyes grew haunted, like those of guys who’d been out to sea for years and had seen things. K had never been out to sea, as far as I knew, but there was no doubt he’d seen more terrible things in his life than most. Me included.

      “We’ll find her.” Not only was Cali the love of K’s life, but she’d become my friend. I didn’t want anything to happen to her either. “Let’s find this Rowan person. We’ll get our answers, and then we’ll get her back.”

      “Any idea what time it is?” K checked his phone, then shoved it back into his pocket. “Phone’s dead. I don’t know if it needs charging or if my time in the Cusp fried it.”

      The Cusp was the place in between Faerie and the mortal world. Many died or lost their minds trying to escape it. Kellen had been lucky.

      I checked my phone. “Same, and I lost my watch.” Man, that sucked. My dad had given that to me as a high school graduation gift.

      “Hold on a sec.” K reached into his pocket and pulled out my watch. “It must have come off when you crashed or made the shift for the first time. It was on the front seat of the rental.” He held it out to me.

      Relief rushed through me as I accepted it. It was in pristine condition. The glass surface didn’t have a scratch on it, and the gold braiding ran unblemished in a circle over the face. “Thank you.” I turned it over and read the inscription on the back: To the son we always wanted.

      My throat tightened. I had no idea how much the watch was worth, but to me, it was priceless. Especially now that I knew the truth about myself. I put the watch back on my wrist and fastened the band. Would my parents still want me to wear their watch if they knew I was an imposter? I pushed the thought away.

      “Sorry I disappeared from the scene like that, and you thought . . . the worst.” Finding the totaled rental probably would have sent K into his own panic.

      “I met the losers responsible for it too—a couple of Maine faeries named Walter and Bob.” K nodded like it was no big deal, but it would have been anything but that for my best friend, who’d lost everyone important in his life. “Sunrise is about seven a.m. this time of year in Connecticut,” he said as we walked toward the darkened house. “I don’t think anyone’s awake, so ringing the doorbell is out.”

      The farmhouse seemed even more massive from the ground. Built with a combination of white wood and brick, the home sprawled across the open land. As we walked toward it, a large window revealed a lagoon-style pool complete with a hot tub. “They’ve got an awesome pool, dude. Maybe we can go for a swim?”

      Kellen’s right eyebrow arched. “I’m not sure this is a swimming occasion, Gabe.”

      “Everything is a swimming occasion. In case you didn’t notice, I’m buff now.” I pointed to my newly formed abs, a by-product of making the shift and something that had eluded me most of my life due to my love of pancakes. “It’ll be nice to take these babies out for a test drive.”

      K frowned and adopted a formal tone. “Hmm. Hi, Rowan, my name is Kellen, and this is Gabe. We’re here about your sister, Cali. She’s been kidnapped and swears you will know what to do. Don’t mind us. We thought we’d take a dip in your pool while we waited for you to wake up.” He turned to me. “Still ready to dig out your trunks?”

      “Why do you always have to be so practical?” I sighed my dreams of diving into the water destroyed by an overly logical mortal once more. “Guess swimming’s out. Bummer.”

      “Let’s go around to the front door. We can ring the doorbell when we see signs of life inside.” He stalked around the side of the house.

      My stomach dropped the instant he was out of view. Instinct sent me jogging to his side. We didn’t know these people. What if they were armed? As K’s Protector, my loyalty toward him had been blown to super proportions. As soon as I’d changed into my Protector self, I’d understood that K’s safety and happiness went before mine. It should have bothered me, but it didn’t. It was my job to look out for my best friend.

      Not that I hadn’t always been a loyal dude, but after getting a mega K download and learning his entire history—every bit of disappointment, challenge, and general suckiness the guy had to deal with—it ended up in my brain. It was like some wild Kellen microchip had been implanted in my head.

      The amulet glowed an ominous blue-green from beneath K’s coat. I didn’t trust the thing. It couldn’t even commit to a single color. Unfortunately, the Kellen St. James brain sync hadn’t provided any information on it. The amulet was K’s present, not his past. The only thing I knew for sure was that it made me uncomfortable, and he seemed different with it looped over his neck. Hollows had formed beneath his eyes in the short time since we’d been reunited. Maybe it had to do with worrying about Cali, but I wasn’t so sure.

      “So, you have powers now. That’s bitchin’.”

      He shrugged as we walked across the close-cropped grass. “All of this stuff—the amulet, being a prince—I never wanted any of it. I only wanted her.”

      I wanted to tell him he had to choose his way, that he could have whatever he wanted. That wasn’t true, though. Faerie had always been part of his life. It didn’t matter if he’d been aware of it or not. There were plans for Kellen St. James, designs that went beyond the dude’s wants and needs. “What if the amulet, royalty, and Cali are a package deal?”

      His eyes darkened. There was something in them that went beyond the everyday annoyance you feel when your girlfriend’s an MIA goddess.

      “You’re not rethinking your relationship with Cali, are you?” My worry meter went on alert. I cared about K but had come to care for Cali, too. I didn’t want to see her hurt, even if my best friend was responsible.

      K met my gaze, the intelligence in his eyes reminding me he was a certified legit prodigy. He’d always be my best friend first, though. “I’ll never stop fighting for her.”

      “Then I don’t see any part of normal in your future.” I clapped my hand on his shoulder as we rounded the front of the house and were met with more shadows.

      I’d been hoping lights would be on on this side of the house, but the front windows were dark too. “The peeps inside must be out cold.” Climbing the few steps to the porch, I peered through the glass.

      A distant alarm sounded when I pressed my forehead to the cool surface. I jerked my head back and turned to K.

      He shook his head. “That’s not good.”

      “We need to hide and fast.” I gripped K’s arm, thinking we could take cover until the alarm died, but there was nowhere to run. The outside lights flicked on, and I edged myself in front of K, scanning the porch for something I could use as a weapon. Not that I couldn’t shift and attack with my beak, but that would eventually leave me with lots of explaining to do.

      “Calm down.” K shook his head as I whirled around, panicking. “We’ll explain, Gabe. It will be fine. I’m sure it will be fine once we tell them about Cali.”

      I released a slow breath. “I don’t know. Some people get pissed when they think you’re trying to bust into their stuff. Not me, but some people.”

      K didn’t even blink. He brushed past me and stalked down the steps before I could stop him, walking toward a small outbuilding a few yards away from the house. “We’ll talk to them and explain. I’m sure Rowan will understand. There’s sure to be a security guard over here.”

      Why was he suddenly all cool? It probably had something to do with that ultimate power amulet he had on. Since it didn’t come with an instruction manual, I wasn’t sure I would’ve been as super-confident in his shoes.

      But I didn’t get an answer. The click of a rifle behind us had us both stiffening.

      “I am the security guard,” a voice cut into the darkness. “Now, don’t even think about trying anything funny.”

      I chanced a glance at K. He was too far away. I wasn’t sure I’d have time to get to him. I decided to go for my natural charm. “Could you not shoot us? We’ve had a really bad day—days, actually. A bullet wound could take us straight down to Suckytown if you know what I mean.”

      “I don’t care what kind of day you’ve had, pretty boy. You’re trespassing.”

      Wow. The voice belonged to a woman, and she’d called me pretty.

      “Now, I’m going to count to three. Then I want you both to turn your badly dressed punk asses around, or I’ll shoot you both on my lawn. Capisce?”

      She couldn’t be serious. I itched to make the change, but Kellen spoke before I could even think about it.

      “We need your help.”

      “Less talking, mister, more action.” The woman’s voice had turned husky in the morning cold. A chill sprinted up my spine, leaving a tingling at the base. “On the count of three, turn around slowly. One, two, three.”

      Carefully, Kellen and I turned in unison to face the speaker. My gaze landed on a pair of tall black leather boots, then rose to the hem of a knee-high, red flannel bathrobe, which she’d belted at the waist, its edges flapping in the wind. Long black hair blew across her face, and she flicked it back, maybe to get it out of her eyes. I couldn’t tell their color because she’d shut one. The other was wide and focused on the sights of a large rifle that just happened to be pointed straight at us.

      As I considered this, she raised her eyes a fraction of an inch from the gun—enough that I could meet her gaze. I caught my breath as an electric charge ran through me. Somehow, I knew her—I’d always known her.

      This woman was the one I’d been waiting for.
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      I’d had bad mornings in my life. When Gabe and I were in our senior year at Yale, the power went out overnight, and we slept in on the day of our English Comp midterm. We’d raced across campus after the rest of the class had pulled out their number two pencils. I hadn’t even had time to get a cup of coffee.

      As it turned out, there was something infinitely worse than a coffee-free morning: having a rifle pointed at me by a potentially deranged woman.

      She unlocked the safety, the harsh click bridging the distance between us. “What the hell do you want? You’d better talk fast because I know how to use this.”

      “Ma’am, please put the gun down. We’re not here to rob you.” Gabe tried to inch closer to me, but she brought the gun up, lining up her sights so that they pointed directly at Gabe. “We’re here to talk to someone named Rowan. It’s important. Can you help?”

      She lowered the gun a fraction of an inch at the mention of Rowan, but she didn’t put it away. She could decide to shoot us, and I could do nothing about it. Danu’s amulet hung cold around my neck.

      “Look, I’m sorry for tripping your burglar alarm.” I kept my hands up as I spoke. “We didn’t mean to wake anyone up, but we need to see Rowan. Please don’t shoot us. We’ve had a rough start to the day already.”

      The door opened, and a tall woman who could only be described as an older version of Cali stalked out of the house. She had the same pale skin and lithe shape as her sister, combined with piercing blue eyes. The only visible difference was Rowan’s hair. Cali’s was chestnut and straight, her sister’s blond and curly. Rowan held her head high with an almost regal air.

      Rowan regarded both Gabe and me, then held out her hands at her sides. “Kellen St. James, Gabriel Stewart, you’re early! How nice of you to come! I’m Rowan, and this is my daughter.” The faint lilt of an Irish accent clung to her speech as she spoke. “Singer, honey, put that down. You’re not shooting anyone today.” She patted the woman’s shoulder.

      “How do you know who we are?” There was something heartbreaking about meeting the almost-twin of the woman I loved, but simultaneously, my curiosity got the better of me. I didn’t know much about Rowan. Only that she’d left home and given up immortal life to marry a mortal. Mortal minutes passed so much faster than immortal ones, and Cali’s parents, Lugh and Brigid, had a tough time staying in touch with their older daughter.

      Rowan tapped her head and stepped down from the porch as she walked to greet us. “A gift my father gave me when I turned mortal. The other mortals think I have ‘an uncanny knack’ for predicting the future. We know better, don’t we?” She extended a hand, and I took it, giving it a shake.

      “Do you think you could have your daughter put the gun away?” I asked, motioning to Singer. “It’s making my Protector nervous.”

      “Protector.” Rowan brought a hand to her mouth. “Interesting. I didn’t see that coming.” She stared at me as though I’d suddenly been thrust beneath the lens of a microscope. “Singer, honey, put the gun away. Now.” This was said in what could only be described as a mom’s tone of voice.

      Singer listened, latched the safety, and slowly lowered the rifle. Gabe visibly relaxed, straightening. Still, he never seemed to take his eyes off Singer.

      “I need to show you this.” Reaching into my coat pocket, I pulled out the note that had been left for us.

      Rowan paled as she read the message. Finally she lowered the note, eyes wide, all traces of her earlier humor gone. She slid the note into her pocket. “You must be starving and cold. Let’s go inside and talk.”

      I wanted to ask her a million questions, like what this Ainmire meant to her. How did she know him? Was Cali safe? But the sudden sadness in Rowan’s eyes put me on pause. Whatever she’d read there upset her deeper than her sister’s kidnapping.

      “I could eat.” Gabe grinned as his stomach rumbled loud enough for me to hear.

      “Fine, but one breakfast muffin and they’re gone—or I’m bringing out this baby.” Singer raised the gun in warning, holding it close to her chest.

      “Singer, please.” Rowan sighed as she swung open the door and gestured for us to enter.

      Before I could take a step, Gabe placed himself between Singer and me. An uncharacteristic scowl filled his face. “Back off, gun girl.”

      “You back off.” Singer refused to give an inch, forcing the three of us to squeeze through the doorway side-by-side.

      I pushed ahead of them, passing through a long mudroom and into a large, bright kitchen. They’d covered the walls in patterned orange and navy Mexican tiles while a darker brick spread over the floor in soft hues that reminded me of a worn blanket. The entire space was open concept, with a generous cooking area on one end and an island, range, and dual sinks. Rowan led us to a battered but gleaming farmhouse table. Spring flowers sat in a vase at its center. A cozy breakfast nook was situated in one corner opposite a fireplace. Someone had lit a fire recently, and flames crackled over fresh logs. I positioned my hands toward the fire, soaking up its warmth. Instead of perking me up, a wave of exhaustion fell over me. I needed sleep, but how could I rest until I found Cali?

      Singer brushed past me to stow her rifle in a closet. I considered pointing out that hers wasn’t an excellent gun safety plan, but I shut my mouth. The last thing we needed was for her to take it out again.

      Gabe’s shoulders relaxed. “Thanks for putting that thing away.”

      A sly smile spread over Singer’s face. “Relax, freak boy. It isn’t real, okay? It’s a prop from one of my dad’s music videos.”

      My best friend had never been one for scowling, but that seemed to be his expression of choice where Singer was concerned. “That was uncool.”

      Singer began to root around in the refrigerator as she spoke to us over her shoulder. “I’m sorry, but you two could have been burglars. I was keeping us safe.”

      Rowan took out a set of four mugs, each with a different dog on the front, and rested them on the counter with a sigh. “They’re not burglars. Kellen is engaged to your aunt Calienta.”

      Singer rolled her eyes. “Gross. She’s like four hundred years old, right? Cougar.”

      I bit back a laugh. Cali would have knocked Singer on her butt for that, though I imagined Rowan’s daughter could hold her own.

      “Maybe, but Cali’s hot.” This came from Gabe, who’d gotten up to peer into the refrigerator over Singer’s shoulder. He must have realized what he said because he quickly held up his hands. “What? She is.”

      “Yeah, she is.” I couldn’t fault Gabe for noticing. Ever since Calienta had begun appearing in my dreams when I was just a kid, I’d thought she was the most beautiful person I’d ever seen. What if I never saw her again? I cast my senses out to Cali, trying once more to locate her, but nothing came back. It was as if she no longer existed.

      Rowan handed me a cup of coffee, black without even a drop of cream. Exactly how I liked it. She hadn’t asked how I took it—a perk of being a psychic.

      “Thank you.” Without hesitating, I took a long drink of the brew. It was bold and fully charged. The caffeine kickstarted the blood in my veins. “This is the best I’ve ever tasted.”

      After filling the remaining cups, Rowan cut up slices of what appeared to be cinnamon coffee cake. My stomach growled in response. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d eaten.

      “It’s no problem,” she said, serving a piece to each of us and sitting across from me with her plate and mug. “I have to admit, it’s strange meeting you. We grew up hearing about the prophecy all the time. It’s a little like meeting a celebrity. Ironic, I know.”

      A crease formed between Gabe’s sand-colored, bushy eyebrows. He didn’t know Rowan’s backstory, but her husband was a famous rock star.

      “So you know about the prophecy, then,” I said between sips, quickly wishing I’d asked for a thermos instead of a single cup. Rowan didn’t miss a beat, however. She had the carafe in hand and refilled my cup just before I could empty it.

      Rowan nodded as she chewed thoughtfully. “Yes, that much I know. Everything that’s happened since you met Cali is a gray area.”

      “I’ll tell you everything you want to know if you help me.”

      Out of habit, I expanded my senses, searching for more. Rowan sat straighter and blinked as if I’d doused cold water on her. In an instant, she barred her emotions from me, but not before I picked up on the most powerful one—fear.

      “You know who he is, don’t you? The one who took Cali.” I forced my voice to stay level despite the panic inside me. “You’re afraid.”

      Rowan’s eyes snapped to meet mine. “That was interesting. Where did you learn that little parlor trick?” She didn’t seem angry, just surprised. The fear I’d sensed from her lessened, but I felt it was intentional.

      “Just a little something I picked up along the way. Now, Rowan, please. Can you help us?” I didn’t want to beg, but I would if it came to that. Or maybe I’d use the amulet—if I could figure out how and in what way.

      “Rowan, please.” Gabe scooted to the edge of his seat. He’d already eaten most of his coffee cake, though a single bite remained, forgotten on his napkin.

      “Mom, what is it? Who is the guy they’re talking about?” Singer asked, sliding onto the arm of her mother’s chair.

      Rowan slipped an arm around her daughter in silence and pulled her close. “The Star Catcher’s name is Ainmire. He’s more than just a kidnapper. He’s . . . Singer’s father.”
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      My breath caught as the sound of the latch coming undone reverberated in my mind. Somewhere in the great white hall, a door had opened. All I had to do was find it. Turning, I examined the wall closest to me, but it appeared as smooth as it had a moment ago, every inch of its surface pristine. I continued along the wall, searching for a crack or shaft of light—something that would give away a possible exit. The more space I examined, however, the more frustration I felt. What if I’d heard nothing of significance and I searched for nothing?

      Oh, Cali. You know what to do. If you keep this up, you’ll only—what did Gabriel say? Freak yourself out? That sounded about right.

      Closing my eyes against the bright white of the hall, I called the elements to me. Show me what he’s hidden from me. A moment later, a long creak sounded like a door that had remained closed for hundreds of years had finally been given a tug. Opening my eyes, I sped up, running along the wall, trailing my fingers over its surface until I found it. A long crack ran from ceiling to floor at one end of the hall, the tiniest shaft of light peeking through.

      I eased my fingers into the crack and pried the two sections apart. I painstakingly tugged the section of the wall away from itself until it finally swung open.
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      Wow. Rowan’s confession sent my jaw dropping. This was not why I thought Cali had sent us to her sister. I’d expected that the Star Catcher was another wayward relative. After all, I’d met more than a few.

      “But I thought . . . weren’t you married to Richard?” It sounded incredibly naive to assume, but I found myself speechless.

      Rowan frowned but didn’t answer. She stared into her coffee cup, seemingly lost in thought.

      I reached across the table and took her hand. Rowan’s emotions—shame, embarrassment, and heartache—assaulted me simultaneously. I wasn’t trying to pick up on them. Her feelings came at me in one intense wave that washed over, around, and through me. My chest ached for several seconds as if it were my pain and not Rowan’s. Then, the feeling faded and returned to the sharp pain in my chest that had been there since Cali’s disappearance. “I’m sorry, but I have to ask. If there was any other way . . .”

      Gabe met my eyes and nodded. We didn’t need to speak for me to understand that he felt the same. As much as we didn’t want to hurt Rowan by forcing her down this twisted memory lane, we didn’t have a choice.

      Rowan pulled away from me and straightened. “No. Richard knows about Ainmire. Or his existence. I met him when I was pregnant. He didn’t care one wit.” A small smile tugged at her face. “We married, and he’s raised Singer as his own.”

      “But you were immortal.” Gabe’s head jerked between us as we spoke, watching the drama unfold.

      “What I was, was in danger.” She let out a slow breath and drank deeply from her coffee. She turned to me afterward, steeling herself with a resolve that could only come from caffeine. “I asked to become mortal to go into hiding.”

      “From this Star Catcher guy?” Gabe’s brow wrinkled and he waited, his coffee cooling on the table beside his empty coffee cake plate.

      “Mom didn’t want to be with him.” Singer wrapped an arm around Rowan and hugged her closely. “Plus, there are things she didn’t want my birth father to know about me.”

      Rowan’s eyes widened. “Singer, shush. We don’t need to tell⁠—”

      Singer cocked an eyebrow and crossed her arms over her chest. An emotion that wasn’t my own poured into me again. Overwhelming love for Singer. An image of a little girl in pigtails in the same position flashed before my eyes.

      Rowan’s head snapped in my direction, and her eyes narrowed. Could she sense that I’d read her emotions?

      Singer placed her hand on Rowan’s. “We need to tell someone, Mom. It’s time. Kellen’s engaged to Aunt Cali. She wouldn’t have sent him if he wasn’t on our side.”

      Rowan heaved a mighty sigh and met her daughter’s eyes briefly
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