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      Toby Koehaias stared out into the endless rows of knights. Around their necks hung the symbol of their kingdom—a white, star-like flower. Their jaws were chiseled from stone, their expressions hard, their eyes empty; but these weren’t the characteristics of all the knights in their kingdom, just the ones molded under his uncle’s regime. He’d been watching it spread since the moment he’d been delivered to the throne that he was next in line to sit upon, and it was happening exactly like his mother had said it would. It was the new Aeronian way. Serve not just your king, but your race.

      Toby wondered as he stared out into the endless formation—were these the sons of Danka, the elfin King of the North who died many ages ago, or were they the descendants of Danka’s brother, Lanake—the king who ruled the South. Lanake’s soul was said to have been absorbed first by the Bahadicaras, or the age of darkness. And Toby believed this theory wholly, for the gruel of souls that embodied that dark cloud would have first fed upon its greatest enemies. That was why they began feeding off the gods in the first place, because they knew if they could get them out of the way there would be absolutely nothing to stop them.

      The Bahadicaras had done their job well, ridding the world of those embedded with the brightest light. Lanake’s descendants were now few and far between. Still, Toby had been able to find enough of these souls to build up to the task his mother had sent him forward to carry out. And the faeries, well, there were a few bad seeds like the recently deceased Helene Voss, non-believers of the cause, but for the most part convincing them to join had been effortless, especially considering that it was one of their own who had the potential to end this political and spiritual catastrophe.

      Toby narrowed his eyes as these thoughts sauntered through his mind. Where was it the loyalties of these knights had belonged before bleeding their hearts for the new regime? For not just their own ruler, the King of Anemone, but for his uncle. He wasn’t just here on the king’s orders; he had wanted to come and train these knights, to train them to be mindless drones like every other soul touched by King Loral’s influence, but not because he believed in the new order. Quite the opposite. As he played his part, he was searching for traces of the true spirit. Souls moving at higher frequencies—energy with strong vibrations. Because when the Bahadicaras came through, they fed on these true spirits first, sparing only a handful.

      Over the years the sons of Lanake had regrown their population. True spirits, falling from the sky like stars, into bodies. But darkness had still managed to leave its mark. Fireflies didn’t glow in the night very often anymore, for it was dangerous to do so. Still, they existed, and it was Toby’s job to find all that were left and bring them together.

      He grasped the chain around his neck, feeling his mother’s magic swirl around inside the silver vial. It was created specifically for him seconds before she took her last breath.

      The battle he was about to engage in had nothing to do with these soldiers before him; all they were to him were pawns. Mobile statues who could be taken out just as easily as they had been molded together. But if there was even one son of Lanake mixed in with these sons of Danka, then it would make what was to happen next just that much easier.

      Toby lifted his sword into the air. Scanning the army before him, he began to shout the word that would begin the faux battle they had been practicing for all week; but just as he opened his mouth, he caught a whiff of cinnamon, and her voice once more filtered into his ears from out of nowhere.

      I fear I am not the girl you left. Is it for the better, or have I lost myself completely . . .?

      He half lowered his sword and peered over his shoulder.

      “Makayla?” He whispered the name so quietly that not even an insect flying by would have been able to hear it.

      He had been hearing her now and again for several days. It was like a letter written to him in verses, sent to him in invisible bottles that floated through an imaginary ocean, from her world into his.

      I miss you. Come back to me, Toby. Rescue me from this blank sheet of paper . . . help me define these unknown words.

      An elf stationed just behind Sir Toby, on a horse rather similar in appearance to Petal, shuffled forward and leaned into his superior.

      “Sir? Are you all right?”

      Toby shook the haunting voice from his ears and refocused his gaze back onto the knight. “Yes, of course. I’m sorry, just a bit dazed today.”

      “It’s been a long week, sir, but the king has requested your resurgence back into Garlandia. You only need to get through this practice, then you may depart.”

      Toby’s ears perked up. “When did my uncle send word of this?”

      “Just this morning, sir. We were going to wait until we were finished with the training to tell you, but you seemed as though you could use some encouraging news.”

      Toby nodded at the elf. “Yes Melbourne, that is exactly what I needed to hear. Thank you.”

      Toby faced the Knights of Anemone once more. His uncle wasn’t requesting his presence so that he could praise his nephew. Toby knew that King Loral didn’t trust him. His mother had warned him that no matter how well he played his part, her brother would never trust any being who had come from her loins. And he was right to feel that way. Still, Toby needed to get back—to be there when Makayla returned—for when she did, she would not be coming back to the kingdom she left. It had only been a few weeks but in that short time Garlandia had already been shoved under a dark cloud. The storm had been moving in for ages and it had finally struck with force.

      Toby lifted his chest and pulled out his sword, holding it before his eyes. In it he saw her, she who he had pledged his real allegiance to. “For my queen, my everlasting heart,” he whispered, before raising his sword into the air.

      He prepared to give his final order before freeing himself from this place, but just as he was about to do so he heard Petal whisper, “Three rows back, Sir Toby, and to the right.”

      Toby paused, his gaze landing on the knight in question. Immediately he knew his horse had been right. For there, amongst all the sons of Danka was but one daughter of Lanake. The knight’s eyes, the lone she-elf in a throng of males, were glued to the ones inside Toby’s sword. The eyes of Makayla Wood—the next true queen of not just Garlandia, but of this world.
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      The white sheet of paper before me was blank, but only as far as appearances go. Inside the fibers of what made that parchment were vibrations like that of an instrument played for an entire auditorium with but one audience member.

      I laid my cheek against the blank page as though it were Toby’s skin. I more than missed him; without him I was broken. What I wouldn’t have given just to have the pain in my side stitched—the tear I’d never known existed before I’d seen his face.

      Even though it had been weeks of waiting, and every single minute felt like another lifetime, enough had happened to help me understand that the life I had always known as Makayla Wood’s was over. And it wasn’t even about the fact that I was an Erwain faery; it was the impending doom I felt every night as I tried to coerce myself into falling asleep, and every morning when I woke. I remember that first moment of finding myself in Garlandia—how something just felt off. Though it was the most magical place I’d ever set foot in, and the colors were as vibrant as a sanctuary filled with every flower hybrid known to man, there was still something missing. It was lackluster . . . faded. And now that shadow of foreboding tension had leaked into the human world.

      My adoptive parents had of course been sent away to some weird world I’d never heard of, but at least I knew they were safe; and as for my friends, Cee-Cee and Jeremy, who King Loral now knew of because they had visited me in my homeland, I hadn’t allowed them to leave my sight since the morning after I’d woken up with the realization that I was walking around with the mark of Titania on the tip of my wand. That, and the incredibly obvious emergence of several elves in our neighborhood. Not the brightest of spies. Sure, they were dressed as solicitors, handymen, and city workers, but on more than one occasion I’d seen a wand sticking out from a pair of overalls, and they weren’t very good about ‘playing it cool.’ I’d even sighted a couple of them standing across the street, staring up at my bedroom window. Of course, as soon as I’d opened it and stared back, they’d jumped around and nervously began running in the opposite direction.

      Maude and Tanker had been by but once to check in. Their visit had lasted about the length of an Ardeen faerie’s attention span, and incidentally, they’d been dressed in matching renaissance dresses. Tanker had even managed to stuff his corset. When I’d initially tried to bring up the mark at the end of my wand, they’d quite literally freaked out and demanded not to know. It was weird, but so were they.

      My faery parents had only lingered—very nervously I might add—long enough in the house of Wood to squeeze my wings in a little too tight with their embrace, and for Maude to drop into my hands a leather-bound book. At first, I thought it was a journal, but as she quickly explained, it was much more than that.

      “It’s my personal Book of Shadows. Every spell I’ve ever written or worked through is represented in those pages. I think it will help you, Lala, as you practice.”

      I was more than appreciative to receive the spell book, but their very overstated hesitance at being in this world at all had proved to only make me more nervous.

      “Thank you,” I’d said, hugging the book into my chest, feeling my birth mother’s energy residing in every particle. Then, trying to revisit the matter of my wand, I held it out and began to question for the second time, “Are you sure I can’t show you what I’ve found⁠—”

      “NO!” both Tanker and Maude had shouted, their wings wrapping around their bodies like cocoons, their hands held out before them and their eyes crammed shut. It was truly the most bizarre reaction I could’ve ever imagined. And here I’d thought they’d have been happy.

      “Okay then,” I’d retorted with a side eye roll, shaking away my wand. “Well, when will I see you guys again? I haven’t heard a thing from Toby.”

      They’d very slowly unfolded their wings from around their bodies then shot one another suspicious looks.

      “Well, Lala—” Maude started.

      “I believe that when the time comes, you shall know,” Tanker replied, crossing his arms over his chest.

      I just gawked at him. “Okay, what’s going on?”

      Again, they’d shared an uncomfortable look.

      Tanker, trying to appear as though his stitching wasn’t coming apart, replied in a voice about an octave too high. “Nothing. You should know that everything is unfolding as it’s always been meant to do. Now then, we’ve overstayed our time here⁠—”

      “You’ve literally just POPPED into my house.”

      “Yes well,” Maude said, her voice getting more and more jittery by the second, her eyes flitting to the windows anxiously. “Lots to do elsewhere—we must be off!”

      “Elsewhere? Like out of Garland⁠—”

      But they’d never let me finish. They’d lunged forward, hugging me much too tight yet again, then made out with a loud exploding noise, leaving purple and blue glitter to fall to the floor. In retrospect, I was never happier than to have the gift of Maude’s personal spell book, but it wasn’t a gift as much as a tool for survival. Even though they thought themselves great ‘critics’ of the theatre, neither one of them had ever been very good at acting. Something was wrong in Garlandia, more so than when I’d left.

      Presently, I lifted my cheek from the blank sheet of paper that laid beneath me, a strip of purple hair falling into my eyes. It was a constant reminder that I’d already exhausted years from my life trying to save it from my aunt’s death wish.

      “Hey,” Jeremy said, lifting his head from his pillow.

      I let out a slow, jagged breath. “Hey,” I returned.

      It had been one long sleepover for almost a month now, but if it wasn’t for Jeremy and Cee-Cee I might’ve contracted the nervous habit of pulling out my hair, strand by sparkly strand.“Go back to bed,” I whispered.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, his eyes still closed.

      “Can’t sleep. Just working out some spells I found in this book Maude sent.”

      Jeremy struggled to look at me through the darkness. “Have you found a way to fix my ears?”

      I pressed my lips together and smiled. “Not yet. But don’t worry about it, it will help you blend in once we are back in Garlandia.”

      If I took them there, that was. I still wasn’t entirely sure which was the safer option.

      “Sure,” he said. “Your wings look really pretty against the moonlight by the way.” And then his pointy ears hit the pillow, and he fell instantly back to sleep.

      That had been my bad. I’d been messing around with morphing. I knew I wasn’t ready to do anything like Maude and Tanker were capable of, not without accessing my soul for magic, and I already had more purple in my hair than I enjoyed. But morphing seemed to me like a very practical bit of sorcery to have under my belt. With it, I could learn to disguise myself, or others, like Tanker and Maude had done for much of my life; for it had been the two of them, poised as birds, perched on the branch just outside my bedroom window growing up. I’d figured that much out from page thirty-six of Maude’s spell book. On that page she’d drawn a red-feathered bird and written a few lines of a morphing spell.

      Since I’d been getting along fairly well with changing the color of Cee-Cee’s hair to an all-around pink, I’d thought it was a good time to try something a bit more difficult. So, I’d made Jeremy’s ears pointy and now he looked like any other elf in Garlandia; there was just one problem, I hadn’t figured out how to undo either spell yet.

      I placed the end of my wand against the plain sheet of paper. I’d been conducting a spell I’d found on page eighty-four of the weathered leather-bound book Maude had given me. Unlike my birth parents, her personal collection of enchantments showed its age with its yellow and brown pages, and it smelled of Cedar and acorns. It was over a thousand years old.

      Maude had insisted it wasn’t a diary, but every carefully crafted spell was highlighted by a story. The more I read, the more I felt I knew my birth mother in a way nobody else ever would. The spell I’d been practicing that night had been titled, “Heart to Heart: To Call Mine Lover Whilst He is Away.”

      After reading the brief entry written about the spell, I learned that shortly after Maude and Tanker met, my grandfather had forbidden Maude to see my father ever again. But before she disobeyed him entirely, causing him to disown her—which there was plenty more to read about throughout the book—she created a spell so that my father could hear what she had to say, no matter how far apart they were. I knew as soon as I read it, I had to use it.

      All I’d needed to recreate the enchantment was a piece of paper, my wand, the scent or taste of my lover, milk, honey, and a bit of my own scent. I’d already learned from a previous entry that my scent was affiliated with my dust. Apparently, it smelled different to everyone, and so if this worked, Toby would know it was me.

      Dipping the end of my wand into the small bowl of combined ingredients, I then placed it against the paper.

      Come find me, Toby, my love—my king. It is far too quiet here, and with too many eyes seeing. Find a way to speak to me, to let me know you can hear me.

      My magic ink sank into the paper and after it was gone there was nothing left but a blank page. Cee-Cee snorted in her sleep while Jeremy whimpered something about a talking snail. I sighed at the sight of them—what I wouldn’t give to be one of them right now. Funny that the one thing I’d veered away from my entire life, the daily workings of the average teenage kid, was now my one desire. An experience that was nowhere near a remote possibility anymore.

      I stared up at the moon one more time before crawling outside my bedroom window and curling up against the tree, ensuring that the two pointy-eared morons posing as Jehovah’s Witnesses (dumb enough to pitch a tent in my front yard) saw me. I wanted them to know that I was onto them, like the black spots on a ladybug’s back—just like Helene would’ve said.

      My head fell back against the trunk of the tree. I had to wonder what had happened to Helene’s soul. A lot of the statues I’d seen in Garlandia felt haunted, as though their essence was still there, imprisoned in stone forever. Would that be her, too? Was my aunt eternally damned into a frozen state, buried beneath the roots of an illegal tree? I shouldn’t have cared, for if she’d had her way, I would be nothing more than a smothered insect. But I did care, and I worried about it . . . a lot.

      I fell asleep at some point, my thoughts stirring around what was going to happen next, an anxiety I had been living with for weeks. When I awoke again my skin was tingling, but not because I was residing alongside the summer heat. It was a different kind of warmth, like one that comes with certain forms of magic.

      I sat up slowly, my wings stretching out by my sides, and my spine against the trunk of the tree. My bedroom window was still open, and levitating between it and where I sat was a blue orb.

      “What is that?” I whispered, leaning forward, my wings steadying me from toppling over the branch as my wand appeared in my hand.

      As I stared at the glowing ball, it began to grow—the heat emanating from its center enveloping me. It continued to increase in size, hypnotizing me with its warmth and comfort. It wasn’t until I realized it had grown around me—that I was inside it—that I began to regain my focus, and panic set in. But by that point it was too late. Everything became white, and then the world turned off.
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        * * *

      

      Before all this happened to me, back when I was still no ordinary teenager but in control of my own future, I never would have been the kind of girl to open her eyes after blacking out to find that she was sitting in what could only be described as a dive bar. I may have become accustomed to the wings extended behind my back, and I daresay I was even proud of them nowadays; but finding myself situated in the back of a noisy bar, my legs rudely suctioned to a red vinyl booth—sticky from what I hoped was dried beer—I was reminded of the girl I had been just over a month ago. And when I looked down to find that I was wearing tattered lace tights, red pumps, a jean skirt that could have been spray painted onto my body, and a faded black T-shirt with the neck and arms ripped off, I was not amused.

      I reached for the silver napkin holder in the middle of the table and pulled it up to my face, immediately growling at what I saw in its reflection. I had electric blue eye shadow in the place where there was usually none, and my red and purple-streaked hair was permed and as frizzy as a lion’s mane.

      “Can I get you something to drink?”

      I looked up to find a waitress dressed similarly to me, except her hair was short and shaved on one side, and she had a chain running from a ring in her nose through one in her lip. As she stared down at me, a rude expression tattooed onto her face, I had an epiphany.

      “Oh, dear god,” I said out loud.

      I knew where I was. As I scanned the walls, littered with magazine cutouts of rock bands and movie stars, and as I listened to the music streaming out from bulky black speakers hung in the corners of the walls—the same music my adopted father liked to listen to while working late into the night—I remembered hearing my parents speak of such a place and time.

      “What year is this?”

      The waitress chomped on her bright pink bubble gum. “1985, duh.”

      “Right.” I stared at myself one more time in the reflection of the napkin holder before putting it down. “Um, do you have any specials?”

      The waitress blew a bright pink bubble and let it pop around her mouth. “What’s with the wings? Are you guys in some kind of band or something?”

      “Guys?” I asked.

      And just then I heard it—the one voice I had been waiting to hear for weeks. “Yes, actually.” Light shone from my pores as soon as I saw him. My king. Pointy ears and all. He stepped out from behind the booth, dressed in leather pants and a bright red T-shirt. My palms got sweaty the second I laid eyes on him. “We’ve smashed our way through England and now we’re getting ready to tour the states.” Sliding into the booth, wrapping an arm around my shoulders, and winking at me, he said to the waitress, “We’ll take a pitcher of beer, please.”

      “I.D.’s,” the waitress stated, her mouth still moving like a cow chewing on a piece of grass.

      “Oh, right.” Toby reached into his back pocket like he was pulling out his wallet, but brought out his wand instead, zapping the waitress so quickly that no one would have noticed even if they were staring in our direction.

      The waitress looked confused for a mere second, but just as quickly nodded her head and made off in the direction of the bar.

      Once we were alone, I didn’t waste a second with my interrogation. “Toby? What the—where are we?”

      He removed his arm from around my shoulder and framed my face with his hands. “You called for me. I answered.” He looked at what I was wearing, and I caught an interesting scent coming from him that drew me to believe he was feeling excited all the sudden. “You look rather interesting this way.” He smirked, then pressed his lips into mine, his hand coming down, wrapping around my thigh. I sighed, the familiar ginger taste sending an impulse to my brain, causing me to fall apart in his arms.

      When he pulled away, I bit the side of my lip and touched it lightly with the tip of my finger. My flesh was still tingling. “Is this real right now? I mean, I suppose I could be dreaming . . .”

      The waitress returned with our beer, splashing it all over the table in the process.

      “I assure you, Miss Makayla, that you’re quite awake." Toby grabbed the pitcher and began pouring each of us a glass.

      A wicked flashback of what had happened the last time I drank alcohol returned to me, and I put my hand up. “I’m good.”

      “Relax. You can’t have wine, but faeries love beer. Actually, they love whiskey, but that’ll get you sauced, and I need your full attention. Now go ahead, look around—see anyone you might know?”

      I turned my cheek at him before popping my head up out of the booth, touring the small establishment with my eyes. There weren’t a lot of people in there, probably ten others. A man and woman at one side of the bar, both wearing pastel sweaters the color of taffy, shoulder pads included. A group of girls in one corner and a table of guys in the other. The guys, all dressed in black leather—all of them wearing black eyeliner—were sending flirtatious looks towards the group of girls, and the receiving party seemed gracious.

      “I don’t recognize anyone here.”

      “Look harder.” Toby sipped on his beer and sat back in his seat.

      “To be honest, I really don’t know that many humans outside my work. I mean, these people would be my mom and dad’s age now—oh my god!” I clapped a hand over my mouth and looked over at Toby, who was smirking. “Is that my dad?”

      Toby closed his eyes and nodded his head. “Doesn’t he look fetching?”

      I gawked at my adoptive father. He was dressed from head to toe in black leather, and his hair was dyed blue at the tips, gelled into spikes. On his hands, driving gloves. If one of the dudes out of West Side Story had been made over by a unicorn—that’s what he looked like.

      “What a nerd!” I exclaimed, beginning to laugh. “How is this possible?”

      Still grinning from ear to ear, Toby explained, “We are in one of his memories; I swiped it from him last I saw you. Thought we might need an impartial place to meet and neither one of us can be tracked here.”

      “How can we be inside of another person’s memory?”

      “Easy, it’s a copy of a scene. We have all the players and the set, but it’s already happened.”

      I pointed to his ears, and to my wings. “And I assume it doesn’t matter that we are just being ourselves.”

      “Like I said, this is a slice of life that has already happened. These people are simply copied memories, and as soon as I make it go away, they will too. Their present selves will not be affected at all.”

      I peeked over at my adoptive father once more. This was going to be hard to keep to myself. Turning back to Toby, I changed gears, too eager to find out what I’d been missing all these weeks. “Where have you been?”

      “My uncle sent me to Anemone. I’m supposed to be on my way back right now.”

      “Have you heard from Tanker and Maude at all?” My concern was visibly forming into wrinkles over my forehead.

      “I’m afraid I have not, and I would assume you wouldn’t be asking if you had.”

      “No, not for while anyway,” I admitted quietly. Pulling my beer under my nose, I took one sniff of it, winced, then pushed it away.

      “Here,” Toby said, tapping the glass with his wand. Immediately the color of the beer deepened, and little brown balls floated along the top of the beverage.

      “What did you do to it?” I asked, pulling it under my nose again, but this time it actually smelled good.

      “Orange and clove. That’s how faeries drink their brew.”

      I took a reluctant sip and was immediately pleased. “Oh yeah, that’s good.”

      “I’m glad you like it, because you might need it for what I have to tell you.”

      I set down the beer. “And what is that? Oh my god, you have heard something about them—my faery parents. Are they okay?”

      Toby’s eyes sharpened. “I am sure they are, and no, I really haven’t heard a peep from them. But if my suspicions are correct, they’ve already fled.”

      Bracing myself, I asked, “Fled? Why would they need to leave? Toby, what’s going on?”

      He let out a ragged breath. “He’s getting ready for something . . . my uncle. For years he’s been biding his time, laying low. He never attacked because he didn’t have the knowledge of how large the rebel army actually was, and he didn’t want to strike until he felt he had enough force.”

      “Rebel army?” It wasn’t the first time I’d heard it mentioned.

      “Those who have been preparing,” he explained. “But King Loral has been doing the same. He believes he has the alliances of both Lauslin and Anemone, therefore he is under the impression that his army has tripled.”

      “You say that as though he is mistaken.”

      “That's because he is.”

      I felt a small shift in my stomach. “And why is he suddenly on all fours? What has he learned, or what does he expect is coming for him?”

      “I think you already know the answer to that,” Toby answered, relaxing his eyebrows.

      My gut grew heavy. King Loral knew, he knew about the ghost I carried. A name one couldn’t even say out loud without being turned into stone. What would he do to me when he found out that I for sure carried Titania’s spirit?

      “And do you know what he’s learned?” I already knew he did.

      “Makayla . . .” His eyes were tracing the star embedded into my wing. “Have you⁠—”

      Unable to handle the suspense of holding it in any longer, I pulled out my wand and whispered the magical word under my breath that would bring light to its end. Within seconds Toby’s gaze was glued to the star encased in a diamond.

      “And so it is,” he muttered, the reflection of the star sparkling in his irises.

      Slowly, allowing the mark of Titania to fade away, I whispered, “Goddess wings.” Because he had said something to that effect when we’d first met.

      His gaze moved back to meet mine and he whispered, “Yes.”

      Lowering my wand, I muttered the question I’d been pondering over for nights on end, ever since I’d come across this glaring truth. It was something I didn’t want to believe, but the way Toby and I had connected, as if suddenly and overnight—I couldn’t help but wonder. “Toby, you call me your queen⁠—”

      “Because you are.”

      “I have to know, is it me you have fallen in love with, or is it her—the old queen?”

      His eyes immediately became cross, and he jumped on the question as if it were poison. “Of course, it is you I love, Makayla! How could you even insinuate such a thing?”

      I studied him, the defeated expression he wore. I couldn’t tell if it was ignorance, or this stupid, irrational love that I had for him, but I chose to believe him. My heart fluttered and I gripped my wand tightly in my hands, staring into my lap. “You can’t blame a girl for asking. I’ve got the spirit of a vengeful queen attached to me. It’s sort of a lot to live up to.”

      Grasping my chin, forcing me look up at him, he said intently, “This is why I love you Makayla Wood. For only you could feel lackluster after being seen as a match by Titania herself.”

      I furrowed my brow. “Seen as a match?”

      “Yes. Don’t you understand? She hitchhiked back into this world via your soul because she saw in you a warrior that she had not seen for many, many years. This is why my uncle fears you. This is why he wants you gone.”

      My eyes grew. “So, this army he’s created, or thinks he has—it’s all for me?”

      Toby laid a hand over my leg. “Essentially yes. Though it’s the rebels he’s hungry to defeat as well, those who have been preparing for this moment for longer than you or I have been in these bodies.”

      “The rebels . . .” My gaze was dancing out over the table. “Who are they?”

      Toby was quiet for a moment. When next he spoke, his words were heavy. “This is the moment, Makayla, where I tell you everything. But I need to know that you are ready. For once you know, you will no longer be the girl you were when I first met you.”

      Suddenly I felt a satisfying shift inside, like a key fitting nicely into a lock, or perhaps more like a blade sliding into the ribs of my enemy, piercing his heart. I knew just then that for sure my lost childhood wasn’t for nothing.

      “Toby, you may think I’ve been a child up until now, but the unfortunate truth is that I have never been one. Maybe someday, a very long time from now, I will understand the youth I’ve encountered in others, but as far as my past and current life, I wasn’t bred for play. I was born to fight.”

      Toby’s stare locked perfectly into mine, and as he dissected the thick layers of centuries old stories that made up my soul, he gave the slightest of nods. “All right, then. Let’s have a story, shall we? Or a nightmare, more like.”
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      “All this started many years ago, but as for my involvement, I have been working undercover while playing the part of one of King Loral’s knights ever since I was deposited into his kingdom—building a guard to keep you safe. Knights, my love, have been swearing in under your name since the moment you were born.”

      My lips quivered as I stifled the questions coming to the surface like aquarium fish during feeding time.

      Toby pulled two necklaces up from where they had been concealed by his shirt. Two chains, each with a vial hanging from the end. One of them I recognized, the silver one, but the other one he’d pulled away from his neck was new.

      “My mother, Daphne was her name, she was the only one Titania trusted.”

      “Your mother knew Titania?” I could barely stand it. The seal was breaking over the secrets that had been suffocating me since these wings erupted from my backside.

      Toby looked down at the vial in his hands. It was a clear bottle filled with what appeared to be pine needles, colored rocks, and bits of moss. “Yes, Titania was like the mother my mother never really got to know. I think, though, that for you to understand what I am about to tell you, we need to start from the beginning. Before you or I were even a thought in our parents’ minds. Back when our souls danced as pure energy, in the ether. You see, Makayla, I lied to you when we first met. When you asked if my mother told me bedtime stories, my answer to you was no. In fact, she did, and where it ends, your destiny begins.” He looked up at me, and as the words began to pour from his mouth, a long-awaited breath fell from my lips.

      “A long time ago Garlandia was filled with all sorts of creatures, more so than there are now . . . and it was free. It was the darkness that changed everything.

      “The cult was known as the Bahidicaras.” He pronounced the name with the same accent he’d used once before—when he’d said the name of the place where he’d been born. “It means bad village. It started in another world, and those who witnessed it grow into the mayhem it became say it rolled in from all corners like a reverse explosion. That it came down from the sky like the darkest of storm clouds, transforming into a solid mass of negativity, flowing through the lands like a mixture of tar and lava. It didn’t terrorize those in its path because it took the souls of those in front of it before they had a chance to feel apprehensive . . . it took everything.”

      “Who were they, these cultists?” I asked, my brows crossed in concentration.

      “Elves, witches, even fey, but by the time they got to Garlandia they were unrecognizable. What they were when they arrived were nothing more than true monsters. And they didn’t just consume souls, they dug deeper than that. Before their end came, they were completely out of control. In their search for power, they began to reap the essence of the Earth and all its worlds—it, they, began to feed from the gods. It was because of this that Titania existed at all. The deities began sending their offspring into flesh and blood to fight off the Bahidicaras.

      “Titania had been sent to fulfill a single quest: to aid in the war. The cult was not of Garlandia, but that didn’t mean there weren’t copycat creatures of every variety beginning to come out of the shadows in the land where you and I met.

      “Titania, along with an armed guard, fought against the infection that was starting to grow around the Garlandian castle. She conquered anyone who crossed her path with a sword given to her by her cousin Avalon, a daughter of the sea; a gift that was rumored to have found Titania only after Avalon was sent back into the arms of the gods.”

      I furrowed a brow, but Toby kept rambling on before I could dwell on that part of the retelling.

      “As you might have guessed, Titania met Anthony during the war. His father, the King of Garlandia didn’t survive the fight, leaving Anthony next in line for the crown.”

      This time I couldn’t stop my tongue from thrusting. “You said this terrible cult formed in a different world, so what drew the Bahidicaras to Garlandia in the first place? Were they passing through or did they arrive intentionally?”

      “They were not just passing through. The assumptions were that they were there to end Titania. She was killing off new sects of those in support of the cult and though they were working from different corners of the earth—from separate worlds—Titania posed a threat to their way of life.

      “Regardless of whether it was truly Titania who drew them to our land, they never actually got the chance to face her. In fact, as the story goes, their evil rebounded and the cloud of their existence evaporated before Titania even had a chance to swing her sword in their direction.”

      I scratched my left brow. “But Garlandia hasn’t been free for years.”

      “Just wait, my queen.” He sipped from his brew then went on with his tale. “After the cult and the impressionist sects had all supposedly been taken care of, Anthony became the new king of Garlandia, and Titania became his queen; in fact, she was the first faery to wear the crown of the land. But as you may already know, their reign did not last long. They were found three days after their coronation and binding of souls, dead in the dungeons. King Anthony’s neck was sliced open, and Titania’s heart had been impaled. Between their two bodies, written in the faery queen’s handwriting, in her husband’s blood, were the words, ‘Our love was an abomination—my mother’s heart has been broken.’”

      “No way,” I blurted out. “Titania killed him, and then herself? But that’s not right at all—she found me because she’s been out for revenge.”

      “Makayla, I never said it’s how it truly happened. I said that’s how they found them.”

      “Were there any witnesses?”

      He shook his head. “There were prisoners in nearby cells who heard the commotion, but nobody saw anything. No one really knows what happened down there.”

      “Well, it seems obvious to me. King Loral had to have been involved.”

      Toby sighed. “My uncle was nowhere near the castle when it happened. He was out searching for my mother, who had run away on Titania’s orders just days before this happened. There were countless knights with him that could corroborate his story, and unfortunately the queen and king had a very public fight in front of the castle the same day my mother went missing.”

      The tip of my finger had found my teeth, and I was biting down over my nail. “What was their fight about?”

      “Most of it was bickering so low that it was inaudible, but it was the last bit that caught the attention of every creature in ear’s distance from them. Titania threatened Anthony, her words reverberating forever in the minds of her citizens that if he could not see reason, death would find him. That his sister going missing had everything to do with insurance.” He paused. “People began to speculate that she’d done something with my mother. Rumors that only began to germinate and spread after her and Anthony were found dead. Obviously, the rumors, whether they were spread by the ones responsible for the deaths of the queen and king, aided in the story that had been written around their bodies in blood.”

      My gaze focused on the vial in Toby’s hand as I verbalized my thoughts. “But she couldn’t have been the one who killed them. Not only do you have your mother’s account of how it went down, but it’s written. I—I read it. Titania’s last words were that she would be back for justice—to avenge her death.” I looked up at Toby. “What she was saying couldn’t have been meant as a threat, and somebody had to have heard her real last words in order for them to be written.”

      It was his turn to look confused. “Where are you getting your information?”

      “From a book,” I said. Namely the mythology book I’d found in my human parent’s library. The same book that had led me to realize the importance of what was occurring at the tip of my wand.

      “Interesting,” Toby speculated.

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because the king had every bit of literature pertaining to Titania destroyed as soon as he was crowned. If you truly had such a book, the only way it could’ve gotten there was if it had first come from a safe land.” Assessing my confusion, he clarified, “There are places in every world—like rooms inside of secret passageways. They are often only accessible by passwords, or some bit of magic no one knows about. The king would not be able to reach these places, even with his twisted enchantments.”

      “Do you know anyone who lives in these safe lands?”

      He parted his lips and deviated his jaw to the right. “Not personally, but I know of those living there.” He was contemplative for another moment before he motioned to my beer. “Are you going to drink that?” I shook my head, and he pulled it towards him. Whispering over the glass, he turned the beer into water. He then began to uncork the vial, but just before he prepped for what was next, he paused. “Whoever put that book there wanted you to remember who you were.”

      “And who do you suppose that was?”

      “Tanker.”

      “Tanker?” I questioned. “But how would he have been able to get the book? Unless he knew where one of these places was.” I stopped myself. I’d been reading my birth mother’s book of shadows for weeks—the answers were right there. “Do the rebels you’ve been talking about—do they live in these safe lands?”

      Toby nodded.

      I thought back to that awful tree where I’d been chained down in its basement, then back to some of my Aunt Helene’s last words. “Toby, my grandfather is the leader of L.O.A.R. Did you know that?”

      Again, he nodded.

      “When Maude first met Tanker, my grandfather forbade them from knowing one another, and when my parents married, he disowned my mother. I read somewhere in the book she gave me that when I was born Tanker left to give word to my grandfather, which means he would have known how to get into the safe land. He could have brought back such a book . . .”

      “You are quick, my queen, but brace yourself, for there is much more to hear.” He shook the contents of the vial in his hands, returning to his explanation. “Before she died, Titania gave something of importance to my mother. She communicated that she had seen a darkness coming for her, something related to the Bahidicaras⁠—”

      “You’ve already implied that the Bahidicaras were taken care of.”

      Toby tilted his head towards his shoulder. “The faery queen said something like the Bahidicaras were after her. She could have meant something just as evil. Either way, she was aware that her end was near. She told my mother to run far into the hills, to barter whatever it was she’d given her for her safety and to make sure the object stayed within the bounds of Garlandia. She also instructed her to never come back.” His eyes ran distant for a moment, and when he spoke again, he did so with an accent, relaying his mother’s message. “‘For who comes to lead us will not be of this world anymore, but her heart will be stronger for it. It is your job, my son, to help her remember her roots, to deliver the message from the first queen—to keep her safe until the end.’”

      I dragged my teeth over my bottom lip. “Your mother said this?”

      “Yes. And the day she died she told me that when the time came, when darkness gave up its hiding spot, we would be led by this faery—by you. And that’s, unfortunately, where my knowledge ends. She couldn’t tell me everything before she was killed, for she couldn’t risk King Loral finding a way to get the information from me. I was given bits and pieces and promised a clue to where the secrets lay to undo her brother when the time was right.”

      My eyes fell to what was in his hands. “Is that a clue—from your mother?”

      Toby uncorked the glass vial. “Yes, the first one. Gwen delivered this to me just before I sent her off with Naomi and Philip. My mother left specific instructions for her to retrieve it only after she’d seen you.”

      Just as Toby was about to upend the vial, I laid my hand down over the table in an effort to pause his actions. “Titania was able to see her end coming. Did she not see how this would all end—how we would end?”

      Toby gave me a searching look. “I think even the offspring of the gods and goddesses have their limitations. She didn’t know you yet, Makayla Wood, but she knew you would exist for her.” He held my gaze for at least three breaths. “Does this make sense to you?”

      I waited four breaths. “Ish.”

      He managed a smirk. “You and your human verbiage.”

      I flicked my brows to the ceiling. “You and your wonky accent.”

      Toby shook his head in amusement then returned to his task. The contents of the vial fell into the water, dissolving as though they were made of sugar.

      “My mother saw what Titania allowed her to see, and she often told me that the only way to kill the virus that had infected my uncle and then Garlandia was to hit him with the only thing he couldn’t seem to understand.”

      “And what is that?”

      Toby’s eyes flickered from what was brewing inside the glass up to my eyes. “The way your heart beats when you are close to me. My uncle no longer knows what that feels like.”

      I sucked in an all too quick breath. “He doesn’t understand love.”

      Toby nodded as the water swirling around in the glass started to fizzle. Only seconds later a voice began to stir from the magic brewing in the pint-sized vessel. It was repeating itself, like a scratched record playing a small bit of a song over and over.

      “. . . the Pool of Aeslin . . . all you need is the key . . . It’s in the Pool of Aeslin . . . all you need is the key . . . It’s in the Pool of Aeslin . . . all you need is the key . . .”

      “Mother,” Toby whispered, staring into the evaporating water as the voice faded away, repeating the same words until there was nothing left in the glass.

      “What is the Pool of Aeslin?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” he whispered.

      “All you need is the key.” My eyes rose to meet his. “Is the sword the key? You said Titania gave your mother something to barter. And you’d mentioned she had in her possession a sword given to her by her cousin⁠—”

      “No.” Then, taking a step back he stated, “The sword has been missing ever since Titania was found dead. But no, a child would not be able to run away with a sword like that, not even an elfin child.” Toby’s eyes grew wide, then almost immediately they shrunk back down as he collapsed against the back of the booth. “It’s impossible,” he muttered.

      “What?” I leaned in close to him. “Do you know what it means?”

      He continued to stare at the empty glass. “The key . . . Of course. Titania must have given my mother a secret stone to trade for her safety, and from that stone a key was made. It all fits together so well.”

      “Toby, you are going to have to speak more plainly. I don’t understand⁠—”

      “Secret stones, Makayla, like the one I made you. Once their secrets are revealed they become runes, and runes are nothing more than keys.”

      “Wait a second,” I mused. Runes I knew of. I even had a few in my possession because I had created a little treat that had persuaded the gnomes to trade their precious valuable stones for muddy ice-cream.

      Toby continued to speak as I tried to sort out the pieces before me. “What we would need is not just any rune, but an ancient one; and it may still be in the form of a secret stone for all we know. There is an entire country out there. How are we to find one tiny little rune?”

      “Hang on,” I repeated, my hand in the air. “We have to assume that your mother would have thought this out, that she would have traded it to someone who would have made sure it stayed in the kingdom.”

      Toby remained quiet, listening.

      “Do you have any idea how she fled?” I asked. “She was so young, after all. If we can figure out the path she took then that could help.”

      Toby shook his head. “She most likely would’ve used a gnome, but there are so many other ways.” He stared at the ceiling. “I’ve no idea.”

      I released my bottom lip from the hold my teeth had over it. “I need to get
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