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Reader Expectations

Heat Level: Fade-to-black, innuendos, no cursing, sensual description, mentions of sex

Notable Tropes: Single dad and teacher, cultural mishap that results in marriage assumptions + “my wife”, enemies to lovers, touch her and die, is................is this a....a clean monster romcom? Crazy.

Triggers: Magic, fantasy violence, incomprehensible horrors, skanky behavior, discussion of child abuse (signs and speculations, side character who mentions history of abuse), cult assumptions, biting, good girl

Style: First person present, third person past, dual POV

Stress Level: Mid

Ending: HEA


To the teachers who helped me make this collection of horrors.

Erin

Jenn

Wendy

Your jobs are (or were) terrifying.

ᴥ


Author’s Note

~~~~~~~~~~~~

Quick PSA

If you come across a child who raises the same red flags that Andromeda does for Kassandra in the following story, please do not assume that child is fae.

Suspecting that something might be “off” in a child-adult dynamic is enough cause to act. You may remain anonymous. It is okay (even preferred) if you are wrong…but don’t take a chance. Report it.

Common signs of child abuse, in no particular order, include:

•       becoming withdrawn

•       acting inappropriately for age

•       knowing about adult topics

•       cursing

•       wearing clothes inappropriate for the weather (usually in the context of keeping skin covered when it’s hot)

•       unexplained/sudden changes in behavior

•       seeming anxious

•       eating issues (too much, not enough, food does not appear consistently provided)

•       hygiene issues (same clothing every day, dirty clothing, consistently dirty and tangled hair)

•       touch avoidant

•       overly compliant

The moment you suspect something is the moment you should act on it. Waiting for more “proof” is allowing more time for a child to be hurt. Proof isn’t yours to gather and present in a case. The correct authorities will investigate and locate the proof themselves after you report having concerns for any reason. (Something not feeling right is enough reason. Being worried about the well-being of a minor is enough reason.)

You’ve heard the saying, “It takes a village to raise a child.” I’ve often heard this equated to how difficult children can be to raise and how having a village of people to help wrangle the small ones would be great.

However, the original meaning conveys that it takes everyone in a child’s community to create a safe environment for a child to grow and flourish.

Be a part of the village.

To those of you who didn’t have a village or to those of you who the systems failed: I’m so sorry. I hope that wherever you are now, you have found your way to the safety and peace you have always deserved.

Stay safe, and also—in case it needs to be said—don’t join cults,

Camilla <3


Prologue

~~~~~~~~~~~~

The nightmare begins.

Pollux Strakh. Father of Andromeda Strakh. A seven-year-old child who has been attending my small private school since the fall semester started in August of this year.

Taking a deep breath, I smooth the skirt of my honeybee dress, keep my plastic smile in place, and stare at the man seated in front of my desk.

He. Is. Massive.

Probably veering near seven feet tall, which makes my decidedly average height appear somewhat below average.

Pollux’s ginormous frame swallows one of the two cheap leather chairs before me. Dark shirt. Dark jeans. Dark expression. His eyes—nearly black and piercing—haven’t lifted off me for even a second since I invited him into my office.

Those dire eyes only stared at my offered handshake when I greeted him at the front of the Noble Faith School building minutes ago.

Which is fine, of course.

I’m not exactly fond of him, after all.

“Mint?” I say in a chipper little tone that I hope masks the distaste I feel raging inside my chest. In my head, I have poisoned every mint. He will take one. And then I’ll smile wider as he slowly comes under the effects, foams at the mouth, and—

His gaze falls heavy on the candy dish I’m pushing forward, and then…then he says an actual word. “No.”

Right.

Well.

So much for my pretend poisoning plans.

At least now I know he can do more than grunt.

Given his positively cheery disposition thus far, I can tell I need to approach this situation more tactfully than I have ever tacted before in my life.

As that is the case, I allow our momentary standoff to give me time to organize my thoughts. I am notorious when it comes to getting distracted or daydreaming. (See: five seconds ago, when my brain pictured this man sliding to the floor clutching his throat, while I cackled deviously above him and began filling out adoption papers for Andromeda.)

I can’t afford to get lost in a ramble with him.

Therefore, let’s review:

Pollux Strakh is here because his daughter started going to my school two months ago. Within these past two months, I’ve not once seen her with a guardian. Willow Harding—who enrolled her—fell off the face of the planet after our brief tour prior to when the school year began. Despite not even being eight yet, Andromeda walks to school, by herself, every morning, and walks off, by herself, every afternoon. She’s worn the same clothes—a pink polo and a pair of khakis—every single day, even on the crisp autumn days that suggest winter is coming. She’s skirted all real discussion of her home life…apart from mentioning every so often how both she and her father work late.

She has been getting better lately, but for a while she behaved as though she’d never been around another child before.

She speaks entirely in fanciful stories about magical places and magical things—faeries to be exact. She frames her entire existence within the bounds of a realm known as Faerie. She swears she is a faerie.

She swears. Period. She seemed baffled when I explained to her that certain language wasn’t entirely appropriate at her age, and we had a long discussion while she sincerely and politely attempted to understand why some words belonged to grown ups.

If bad words are bad, why would anyone be allowed to use them? was the foundation of her reasoning, and she only seemed to “get it” when I told her it was a social rule.

Plainly, she then said, Ohhh, one of those human things. Gotcha.

She’s been perfectly compliant. Open to all instruction. Entirely disinterested in squabbles. Bright. Intelligent. Happy.

She has not acted like a normal child.

It took me a week to notice the patterns were a touch beyond spectrum behavior and call CPS. It took two days for them to contact me and make sure they had the correct address. It took three days for them to stop by and chat with Andromeda in private at school—which ended with them leaving pale and somewhat disoriented. Then it took two weeks with no change for me to begin calling daily.

After seventeen calls, someone finally contacted me to say they’d found nothing to work with in relation to my reports.

Not even the house.

Since their one-on-one assessment with Andromeda hadn’t raised F-level flags, they couldn’t do anything more without a correct address.

So before taking matters into my own hands and getting killed, I tried to call Willow using the number she left with me.

After all, when I met Willow Harding, she seemed as eccentric as my teaching assistant, Zahra. A bit odd, but invested in Andromeda’s education. She asked all the right questions, focused heavily on what Andromeda wanted, then paid for the entire school year up front once Andromeda confirmed that she did desperately want to come here…

I was not expecting Andromeda’s father to pick up the phone and respond as though he had no idea his daughter was in an elementary school. I was not expecting the deep-seated sigh that occurred when I asked if he knew Willow Harding. I was hardly expecting him to actually show up today when I asked if we could organize a parent-teacher conference and discuss some things.

But.

Here he is.

A black mirror in contrast to his beautiful and delightful daughter.

Lifting a hand, he swipes it down his face and narrows his eyes, breaking our staring contest well before I know where to begin. The only thing my review is doing is making me angry, which makes the smile I’m forcing to cover that anger hurt.

“So,” he starts, “Meda…” His brutal attention flicks around my office—from my bright motivational posters, to my bookshelves filled with colorful, thin story time books, to the cabinets where I keep back-up food and clothes. In case any of my littles need them. For any reason. Like the ones that compelled me to bring this man to my office. He all but winces. “She…goes to this school?”

“She does.”

He grunts.

Extremely articulate, this one.

“It did seem like this was new information when we talked on the phone.” I smile, blindingly iridescent. From one angle, the curve of my lips radiates chipper elementary-teacher joy. From another, it conveys a high potential I’m plotting a murder. “I hope that won’t change. She’s been doing extremely well in her classes. She’s made a lot of friends.” I shift my points toward a language most monsters understand. “And the payment for this school year is nonrefundable.”

“Willow,” he grumbles, and the cheap leather creaks as he adjusts his position.

I’m still not entirely over how chairs that normally make people look small seem like doll house furniture beneath this man. It’s unsettling. More so when I picture little, twig-tiny Andromeda in his care.

I bite my tongue before I accidentally stand, plant my palms flat on my desk, and growl, What does your daughter mean when she says you two work late, huh?

I want to stab him. I want to pin all his long limbs to the ground and demand answers for why his daughter doesn’t have more than one set of clothes, doesn’t bring any food for a lunch, doesn’t have an adult escort to or from school…

I could go on.

But then I really would need to wash blood out of this cheap ash gray carpet.

Some of Andromeda’s behaviors have implied she’s neurodivergent, but given the surrounding red flags, I’d be remiss to ignore the fact that some neurodivergent habits can be the result of trauma. Naturally, that begs the question what trauma?

And, naturally again, blurting that question is not a tactful way of dealing with a parent I’ve just met and don’t trust.

Keeping my I actually do not hate you smile on my face, I say, “Does Meda live with you or with Willow?”

“She’s not allowed at Willow’s.” Plunging his fingers back through his short dark hair, Pollux releases a hard breath. “I don’t know how Meda wound up here.” His lip curls as he peers at my nice and neat office once again. “This place is like a daycare.” He mumbles, “I thought she was mentally older than daycare…”

My nerves prickle, and I crush the large fluffy bee I crocheted then sewed onto my skirt in my fist. “Your daughter is seven. Eight in February. And this isn’t a daycare. It’s an elementary school.”

His eyes punch my way. “Seven?”

“According to the paperwork Willow filled out.”

Pollux’s expression twists. “Ah. Okay, then. Seven. Almost eight. That wasn’t information she relayed to me when we talked about…this.”

In my mind, I’ve knocked him to the floor and wrapped my fingers around his throat. I’m shaking him like a ragdoll and cursing, because why the bad word does he not bad word know how old his daughter is??

Andromeda is a tiny angel. Unproblematic to an extent it’s problematic. I want to filet this man.

Which is an insane concept.

Because I’ve been vegetarian my entire life.

Keeping it together, I say, “I’m assuming that Willow isn’t Meda’s mother…” Simply because Andromeda is black. And both Willow and this man aren’t.

“She doesn’t have a mother,” he says. “It’s a sensitive topic, so I suspect that’s why she’s never brought it up.”

My chest tightens. “So she lives alone with you?”

Pollux stares for a long moment, as though he’s trying to figure me out, as though he knows I would put him in prison if I could just get the stupid system to confirm all the raging red flags I’ve witnessed.

Finally, he says, “No.”

“Who else is in the home?”

“Alexios.”

“Alexios?” What is with this family and all their crazy names? “Who is that in relation to Andromeda?”

Pollux’s mouth opens, closes, and opens again. “She…kind of seems to consider him as her older brother?”

“But he isn’t?”

“They…don’t share blood, and older is a relative term for us?”

My smile stretches a little harder. Because. Hahaha. That little girl is living with two men. Two older men. And, right this second thanks to a striking lack of genetic resemblance, I’m not certain she’s related to either of them.

Pollux shifts in the chair again. “On the phone, you said you had concerns. Is Meda…biting the other children…or something?”

“No. She behaves very well for her age.”

Pollux grumbles, “So…what’s the problem?”

“Mr. Strakh, I’ll be blunt. I’m concerned about Meda’s home life.”

His eyes narrow. “Her home life?”

“It’s very unusual for a child not to mention anything about their home, or their family. Instead, she talks about adventures in dark woods and playing with the strange monsters that live there. She says she’d show us her magic, but her magic isn’t pretty like the new faerie princess’s…” Letting out a breath, I open my desk drawer and get Andromeda’s sketchbook. Opening it, I place a scrawled horror between us. “I’m worried that something is troubling her. At the very least, I’m wondering if she is accidentally being exposed to material that isn’t age appropriate. Perhaps her…brother of sorts…watches horror movies in front of her?”

“We don’t have a TV. I only have the phone because…” Pollux clenches his fist so hard his knuckles crack. “…because of Willow.” He swears and scrubs his face.

“Who is Willow in relation to Meda? When she applied here, it was as her guardian.”

A humorless laugh puffs from Pollux’s nose. “Yeah. No. I have no idea what Meda considers Willow in her family tree.”

I purse my lips, remember myself, and continue smiling. “So…she’s a friend of the family?”

His shoulders sag. “…yeah…I…guess.”

“Do you have her contact information?”

“I should probably get it. She kind of just shows up whenever she wants to. I’m honestly not sure why I’m even keeping the phone she gave me charged.”

Mm. Delightful. Disorder and chaos among the adults in my little’s life. My favorite.

Pollux massages his temple. “So…maybe I’m not following…Meda isn’t misbehaving. She’s doing well in this…school. She’s not biting the other kids. But you think she’s troubled? Is it because she doesn’t think her magic is pretty? Self-esteem concerns?”

My eye involuntarily twitches. “There’s a decapitated man between us, Mr. Strakh. She drew a disemboweled horse monster on the next page.”

He flips the page, lifts the book, narrows his eyes further, then puts it back down. “I don’t understand. It’s not perfectly accurate, but none of the parenting books I’ve read have given me any information about when children are old enough to perform their first autopsy.”

“Pardon?”

He references the image. “There’s only one stomach. Kelpies have four. You might think one, like a horse, but that’s a misconception. Their internal tract is closer to that of a goat. And…” His voice fades as he finds my expression.

Dang it.

My smile seems to have melted off. And, to make matters worse, now I’m imagining performing an autopsy on him. I don’t fix my face. “Mr. Strakh, what is your job?”

His mouth gapes. “I…” He clears his throat. “I don’t know how to explain it to you right now.”

“Try.”

“Meda told me she’s been censoring things, and we’ve only just met, so I’m not sure whether or not it’s okay to go into those details yet.”

She’s been censoring what things? I stand, glare down my nose at him, and lose my patience. “Why not?”

He stands as well—towering. The cheap leather seat behind him chokes as it attempts to reform in the absence of his weight. “It’s not a traditional job.”

“It is clear to me that you don’t have a traditional family.” I hold his gaze, remind myself I can’t risk antagonizing a parent, and correct my tone so it’s light and airy once more. My smile comes back, even though it makes my head ache. “Mr. Strakh, children don’t need to have a traditional family to thrive. My priority is making sure that Andromeda is safe and healthy.”

He crosses his arms, gripping his hands around his large biceps. “I’m still failing to see why you believe she isn’t.”

“I’m not trying to accuse anyone.” I am. You. The person she lives with. Her father. “But you have to understand it’s concerning for me when I have a seven-year-old who wears the same clothes every day and never brings a lunch. She’s seven. It isn’t appropriate for seven-year-olds to draw horrors in their notebooks or live in a dark fantasy.” Tears sting my eyes, but I keep it together. “I’m worried about her.”

“She’s well.”

I close my eyes, if only so I don’t put my fist through this man’s face. “You’re certain?”

“Yes. These things are normal…for us.”

It’s painful, but I collect myself. Because I have to. Because pressing this topic might mean losing Andromeda altogether. “Okay. I just wanted to make sure. It’s standard…procedure.”

“I appreciate your efforts…” His gaze lowers to the nameplate on my desk, as though he forgot when I introduced myself as Ms. Role. Skipping formality altogether, he says, “Kassandra.”

I wet my lips, lift my hand, and present the door. “Thank you for your time.”

Pollux’s breath catches. Staring at me, still as death, he swallows. Something red hot filters into my veins—suffocating. One hand lifts from his bicep, drifting my way. My throat constricts. Before his fingers reach me, I step back—chilled through with foreign sensations.

His hand twitches. His fingers close. He swears.

And then he marches from the room without another word.


Chapter 1

~~~~~~~~~~~~

This wasn’t in my teaching classes. Like, not even my continuing education courses.

Two weeks later

It’s a miracle I’ve managed to hold it together as long as I have.

Truly.

At the very least, I’m proud of myself.

Andromeda kicks her legs while she sits on her desk, surrounded by the other children. I’m busy setting up the printouts my class will need after recess ends. Beside me, Zahra grades journals and draws tiny animals next to each passing score.

Before Zahra was my assistant, Elsie graded in the back office where this school keeps the cots for the younger grades’ nap times, the extra books that don’t fit in any of the other library shelves, and the mandatory emergency first aid supplies. Elsie was an older woman who preferred the quiet of the back office when she started with the teacher who worked here before me. I only had her for a couple years, then she retired late, and I think it’s been about three years since she passed now.

Unlike Elsie, Zahra can’t stand being alone in that back room.

Since Zahra is my best—read as: only—friend, I know a few more details about her past than she supplied when she interviewed for this position in front of my school board.

Her life growing up was garbage, but for one reason or another, her mother got her diagnosed with schizophrenia. Nowadays, I think the diagnosis would be refined as mild auditory hallucinations.

Simply put, Zahra hears the voices of things that aren’t there. She doesn’t love being alone with them. Ever. Sometimes I joke and say they’re the only reason she’s an extrovert; she argues that she’s so extroverted her brain had to make up friends whenever any were absent.

But we both know the things she hears aren’t friends.

Some days she looks too exhausted to even pretend.

Lightning crashes across the sky, reminding me why my littles aren’t playing outside during today’s recess. No one wanted to dart through the rain and into the stinky gym building today. Nope. They all wanted to have story time with Andromeda instead.

My eleven children sit around their leader and hang on her every word as though she’s the oldest kid here. She isn’t. Not even close. But every school year comes with a queen bee, and she took the crown shortly after she arrived.

She chirps, “So, right now, the dryads are planting their sprouts in the woods near here—which is super exciting because that means next spring we might have a new baby dryad.” Her legs kick, kick, kick as her kinky curls bounce, bounce, bounce. “You really never know when you’re going to get a new baby dryad, but the current youngest dryad is hopeful.”

“Why is she hopeful, pacifically?” Riley asks.

“Specifically, she’s hopeful she’ll get to raise a little baby. Dryads don’t have soulmates or fall in romantic love. They also don’t really have families with mommies or daddies. They consider one another as sisters. But the eldest of the copse says if a new baby comes in this next bloom, the youngest dryad may take care of it.”

“Boringggg.” Josh picks his nose and wipes it into the carpet before rolling onto his back and scrunching like a worm. “I thought we’d hear more about monster fighting.”

“Hey, what is everyone dressing up as for Halloween?” Mia interrupts the flow of conversation, as she does, regularly. It’s a habit I’ve been trying—and failing—to work with her on. “I’m going to be a unicorn.”

“Boringgg,” Josh complains again.

“Shut up! It is not!”

“What’s Halloween?” Andromeda asks before the argument devolves into a fight.

I go still.

Even Zahra looks up from her sketch of a cat playing with a ball of yarn.

“You don’t know what Halloween is?” Josh blurts.

While my littles explain the concept of one of the most common holidays in this entire country to Andromeda, I try not to picture myself wringing Pollux’s neck. Again.

To be fair, I get the image stuck in my skull at least once a day lately. Usually about the time Andromeda comes to school. In the same outfit as always. Without a lunch. Unattended.

It’s like my meeting with her father two weeks ago meant nothing.

Since then, all I’ve been able to do is confirm with Andromeda that I have her correct home address and resubmit the information to the proper (useless) authorities yet again. When I tried to ask if Andromeda had contact information for Willow, she simply told me Willow doesn’t like her ringtone.

It’s best not to call. Or show up. Except on movie nights. But only if I’ve been invited. And Willow doesn’t really invite humans. Because Willow doesn’t really like humans.

And, you know, Willow might think I’m human. Because Andromeda hasn’t told her directly otherwise. Because Andromeda has been taught not to meddle in people’s relationships. She’s already played a main role in a story; now she’s committed to being everyone’s favorite side character.

Which, apparently, is difficult. Because her friend Pila exists. And, for context, Pila is the youngest dryad she mentioned a moment ago…

Some part of me understands that Andromeda is seven and fantasy stories like this aren’t entirely unusual for a seven-year-old, but the commitment and the details are unlike anything I’ve ever seen before. It’s all consistent. When any of the other students challenge her pictures, she doesn’t get upset or insist she’s right like a child fighting to have her fantasy story validated. She just…laughs a little. Like she knows the truth isn’t something their objection can change. Sometimes, her eyes will sparkle, and she’ll encourage the difference in belief.

Because belief is powerful for the fae.

And if someone believes something hard enough, they might just open up new wonders to explore.

She’s always ready for new places and things to explore.

Once the kids have rambled about Halloween for what feels like an hour, but can only be maybe five minutes, Andromeda says, “Huh.”

“What?” Riley asks.

“That seems dangerous.” Andromeda’s legs swing again. “Going door to door. Asking for things. Being encouraged to thank strangers. Feels very…plotted. I bet a devious faerie set it up.”

“It’s okay.” Mia beams. “My mom checks the candy I get to make sure it’s safe.”

“Does she also check to make sure you still own your soul? It’s dangerous to go around thanking strangers. Especially right now. An unseelie prince in a kingdom nearby has decided our prince wronged him. I don’t know what he’ll use in his favor or if he’ll target humans.”

Mia’s nose squishes. “How come we have to be humans, but you’re a faerie?”

“Okay.” I stand before that comment starts something else. “Recess is over, littles. Please find your way back to your seats so we can start on a super fun project.”

An obligatory handful of sighs fill the room as my little humans drag themselves back to their desks.

Andromeda scoots off hers and has almost sat in her chair when I say, “Meda. Could you come here for just one second?”

Smiling, she makes her way up to my desk. “Yes, Ms. Role?”

“Sweetheart,” I whisper, “please don’t encourage the other kids not to thank people. It might upset their parents.”

Her lips curl in a mischievous way. Leaning toward me, she whispers back, “You’re lucky.”

“I’m… Why am I lucky, sweetie?”

“My daddy isn’t a bad unseelie. He behaved himself and didn’t take your soul when you thanked him at your parent-teacher conference. And, yes, he told me about it. Practically chastised me for rambling about my adventures but not educating you on the importance of not thanking us. I’m pretty sure it’s all he remembered after meeting you.”

My stomach swirls, but far be it from me to pass up this rare opportunity to discuss her father. “Unseelie. Isn’t that the term you’ve given to the darker faeries? While the seelie are the brighter, kinder, or more good ones?”

“In a sense. It has more to do with origin than moral code. Daddy is a good faerie. Me, too. Now I am, anyway.”

“But you consider your father to be unseelie?”

Her brow puckers. “We’re both unseelie. That doesn’t mean we aren’t good.”

“Why are you both unseelie then?”

“It’s what we’re made of.” Her head tilts. “Have I not mentioned it clearly before? Does it matter to you that we’re unseelie? I’ve been doing my best to make sure things aren’t too scary for you, haven’t I?”

I search her blue eyes. “Yes, sweetheart, you’ve been good, but please don’t teach the other kids to be impolite…by human standards. We can’t upset their parents. Okay?”

Perfectly serious, Andromeda whispers, “I just want my friends to stay safe.”

“I understand, sweetheart.” I fix a smile on my face. “Thank you for looking out for them.”

Worry siphons into her eyes as she shifts her weight from one foot to the other, then murmurs, “Maybe Daddy should have taken your soul…” Her gaze drops. “If there’s a holiday like this Halloween coming up…I’d feel better if he were keeping it safe for you.” Touching my hand, she says, “Please don’t thank the fae, Ms. Role. Not unless you love one enough to belong to them.”

With that foreboding statement, she turns and wanders back to her desk.

ᴥ

I let a deep breath fill my lungs before I yell into the woods that rest behind the school outside the fence that houses our truly pitiful swing set and sand-less sandbox. It’s a nippy October evening, with a chilled breeze and a beautiful sunset, but I want to pummel the decorative pumpkins I set up at the school’s main entrances and exits.

“I’ll have what she’s having,” Zahra notes as she stabs a thick straw into a cup of boba. Sucking a tapioca pearl up the clear plastic, she chews, swallows, and sets her free hand on my back. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“I don’t know what to do!” I rake in a breath, plunge my fingers into my curly hair, and wrestle with the rudimentary bun I locked the mass into this morning after I pulled off my silk night cap and undid all the flexi rods. The untamed poofs fall around my face in red chaos once I battle the scrunchie free. “Am I used to the systems failing me? Yes. Do I have a little girl who believes her father can steal souls? ALSO YES.” I drag my hair away from my face and stuff it back into the hair tie.

“How do we know he can’t?” Zahra offers, helpfully.

I glare at her. “I normally appreciate your sense of humor, Zahr, but right now? About this?”

She slurps, chews, swallows. “I’m just saying. It all matches up if you believe every single thing Meda’s told us.”

“Faeries aren’t real. There is no faerie world. There are no seelie or unseelie fae. It’s normal for little girls to have wild imaginations, and it’s normal for brains to rewrite unspeakable things in a way that makes it easier to handle. The very notion that so many of her stories include monsters and nightmares that she credits herself with creating is concerning.”

Zahra’s gaze drifts. “I ’spose.”

I sag. “You can’t tell me you seriously believe her stories are real.”

“I’ve spent my whole life being told I’m a liar, Kass. I like to believe kids, even when they sound insane. Because I know how that feels. I know what it’s like when you start to believe you are insane because no one believes you.” She tosses the long, dark part of her half-shaved hair back and looks at the sky. “Child Protection Services can’t find her address. What if it’s behind a glamour?”

This has to be one of her classic deadpan jokes. With me, Zahra’s delivery is almost always monotone, inappropriate, and stuck in a Twilight Zone of is she or isn’t she actually joking?

“You’re kidding,” I state, just as dryly.

“M’not,” she slurs around the straw. “Listen, as the honorary kid from a bad home between us, I’m not concerned about the same textbook red flags. Meda’s happy, and healthy, and fed, and clean, and I believe her. If you’re worried, check out her address yourself. Coordinate a home visit. Consider a possibility that everything you believe…might be wrong.”

I stare. A breeze teases her pitch-dark hair, causing it to float angelically against one round cheek and deep violet makeup.

As her sharp green eyes focus, it hits me. “Zahra.”

Her nose crinkles. “Ew. Full name. Must be in trouble. Don’t bother with reprimand. I’ll see myself to the corner.” She turns on her boot heel, but I catch her arm, freezing her in place.

The sound of a large tapioca pearl popping up her straw fills my ears.

“Please…please no jokes,” I say.

“How dare you. I never joke. About anything. Ever.”

“Do you think the voices you hear…are fae?”

Stillness wraps around us for too many long moments. Finally, she looks back at me. “Kass. That little girl hears the same words I do and has had entire conversations with invisible creatures that make sense. I don’t think the voices I hear are fae. I know it.” She shrugs my hand off her arm and turns, walking backward across the vacant playground toward the school building. “Take from that what you will. As for me and mine—” She smiles. “—I believe the kid.”


Chapter 2

~~~~~~~~~~~~

Ding dong.

I pace in front of my bed, which is the only floor space available in the small back bedroom of my parents’ house. The walls are still the faded blue they were when this was my nursery. Every time my parents asked if I wanted to repaint them, I said no.

I didn’t care that they were pale blue because they thought I was going to be boy.

I didn’t like change.

I still don’t like change.

Even though I know it’s inevitable. Even though I know it’s life. At some point, you move out to a college dorm, attain the right to become an educator, move back home, and face life as an adult. Certain change is unavoidable. Becoming an adult was unavoidable. That didn’t mean I had to get rid of my childhood stuffed animals, the desk perpetually full of my sewing projects, or the closet without a door because the track broke when I was thirteen.

Some things are uncontrollable.

And I know that.

I know that intimately because it feels like I have spent my life chasing after the things I can control only to discover that the extent of my control ends with blue walls, stuffed animals, and sewing projects.

In the living room, my father laughs at the Hallmark Christmas movie he’s watching. I swear they come earlier and earlier each year. And Dad loves them more than Mom, who is probably in their bedroom reading inside a bubble created by the noise-canceling headphones I got her for her birthday last year.

Neither of them know what’s going on with Andromeda.

Dad gets too upset when I suggest that any of my littles aren’t living perfectly happy lives, and I can’t exactly have him hunting down the parents himself.

My realm of control is so limited. Sometimes, the only thing I can do is keep a secret stash of extra lunch foods, or offer to wash clothes while my kids wear something I picked up at the local church thrift store in the meantime. Sometimes, I have to sit and watch and know…it’s all out of my control.

Zahra knows that the system isn’t built to help kids. If it were, the kids who need help would be too much of a burden on the government. Even parents like hers could pull themselves together long enough to avoid failing grades when CPS appeared on her doorstep. Even parents like hers, who blamed and beat their kids after the doors closed behind the authorities, knew how to pretend well enough to avoid penalty.

The systems are broken, and we can only do so much the right way if they fail us.

I sit on the foot of my peach-colored comforter, complete with a hundred peaches I embroidered myself all over the fabric. In another second, I’m on my feet again. Pacing some more.

Logic demands I recognize my own helplessness.

Logic demands I paint a smile on and do the feeble amount I can—legally and safely—because there will be another Andromeda in my future. And I can only offer that little girl extra food or a change of clothes if I’m not brutally murdered by a giant man who the authorities can’t find.

I whisper a swear. Sit down again. Pop back up and pace some more.

My mind is racing.

I love Zahra, really. I adore her, actually. But the woman has a way about her that demands respect and attention. Maybe it’s the hair. Or the bold makeup. Or the leather. Or the sheer capable disposition that compels anyone she talks with to share their deepest, darkest secrets.

I…do not have any of that.

For starters, even though we’re the same height, I am many pounds lighter, several tones brighter, and severely allergic to stepping on toes.

She’d stomp and grind if the situation called for it. Merciless.

Although I am certain we both would do anything for even the nastiest of our students, she would get away with murder.

I’d be caught before I so much as get over a state border with Andromeda squashed in my carry-on.

The reason I’m wrestling with myself right now is because Zahra sincerely believes what she told me earlier.

We’ve talked about her voices before. We’ve deep dived into the horrors she’s heard.

Zahra is an enigma of brutal honesty and pathological lies.

She’ll stare you dead in the eye and tell you the grass is hot pink just as easily as she looked me in the eye during her school board interview seven years ago and told us about her auditory hallucination condition.

She loves kids.

Because of some stuff that happened to her when she was a kid, she can’t have children.

Zahra does not bend when it comes to child safety.

She thinks Andromeda is safe.

Because Andromeda is a faerie.

And her father is a faerie.

And—

“I’m going out!” I call through the small house as I grab my purse and march from my room. Mom doesn’t hear me, because I got her the good noise-canceling headphones. Dad is too lost in his movie to bother with more than, “Stay safe, Kasserole! Message if you’ll be out past midnight!”

I have Andromeda’s address plugged into my phone GPS before I make it to my blue Kia Soul. She’s minutes from me, minutes from the school. Which, somehow, makes the fact no one bothers to take her the short distance worse. Two minutes without an adult could be the end for a little girl, but four minutes isn’t much time to spend on making sure it isn’t.

Forcing myself to calm down, I put on some cheerful music and contemplate what excuses I can make for showing up this late at a parent’s home.

I have nothing of importance that Andromeda has “forgotten” at school, because she doesn’t forget things. Her desk is always clean. Her books are always tucked neatly in the cubby. Her homework is always done on school premises. Do I dare go with the classic, “I was in the neighborhood, and thought I’d stop by”?

What if they’re already…working?

Swallowing rage, I decide I’m going with the classic I was in the neighborhood. As though this entire town isn’t in the neighborhood. Mountain Vale, Virginia is a pretty small place tucked into a clearing surrounded by mountains and trees. On my half of the town, there’s my school, a higher-class residential area, a sprinkling of woods, and the “big road” that leads out to the nearest city. On the other half, downtown, the library, and thicker patches of forests that get more dense the farther into them you go.

Technically, depending on how much you like to walk, I think you may be able to go from one side to the other by foot in a matter of hours.

As soon as my GPS alerts me that my destination is on the right, I snap out of my skull, look up, and feel my stomach drop.

I ease my car into park in front of the overgrown brick wall and broken wrought iron gate. Mouth agape, I stare at faded peeling black paint beyond a yard of thigh-high overgrown grass. Broken windows and shadows and cracked sidewalk greet me the longer I stare.

It’s a manor.

A Victorian-style manor tucked onto the corner of an otherwise normal neighborhood.

With a waning gibbous moon hung in the cloudy sky behind it…it looks starkly haunted.

This is not where my little lives.

This can not be where my little lives.

It’s chilly tonight.

The windows of her house shouldn’t be broken, but if they are, they should at least be covered.

You know.

With something more than spiderwebs.

Closing my eyes, I give myself half a moment to collect my nerves, stretch my fingers, catch my breath. Maybe I should call the cops right this second, wait for them to arrive, and shove their faces in the most obviously not child-friendly home I have ever seen…?

Opening and all but slamming my car door, I forfeit that idea in favor of strangling Mr. Strakh myself.

Wind whistles past me, rustling the four-foot-high grass on either side of the moss-eaten walkway. An eerie sensation drags a finger up my spine. I ignore it as I lift the antique knocker and let it pound three times.

Moments later, a butler opens the door, and my perfectly plastic smile falters.

The tall man’s gray eyes take me in as he adjusts one sleeve of his black tailcoat. Complete with a small, wilting rose in the front pocket.

Dim light from a crystal chandelier illuminates the marble floor and the twin staircases leading up to a balcony on either side of him.

He smiles—pleasantly—and presents a graceful bow, one gloved hand splayed over his heart. “Welcome, miss. What brings you into my humble presence?”

“Yama-nii-nii.” Andromeda’s voice cuts the young man’s smile off abruptly. Sliding down the railing of the staircase on the left, she jumps off and shoves him away from the front door. Stabbing her finger into his chest, she snaps, “No.”

Wholly reserved, the man lets his gaze wander over the top of her curly head. “I was being polite.”

“Do not make me bite you.”

His smile broadens as he tucks his arms behind his back and leans down. “My. Aren’t you a little old to be flirting with me, tiny monster?”

She clicks her teeth together.

He tsks and taps her nose with one gloved finger. “Point taken and understood. The pretty miss is your company, not mine. Shall I alert Pollux?”

Andromeda folds her arms. “I am certain he is already well aware and having an existential crisis right now.”

“Ah, would that be why I heard a distinctly hushed—” He swears. “—a minute ago?”

“Yup.”

“Charming.” Turning sharply on his heel, the man starts down a hall beneath the two staircases, disappearing slowly into the shadows. “I’m going to go bully him. Also, your pie might be burning.”

Andromeda’s eyes widen before she can finish tugging me inside. “F…rickety.”

She’s kicking the front door closed and yanking me into a massive gothic kitchen before I know what’s happening. Dumping me off at a bar stool by a wide black island counter, she marches to the stove beyond it.

I attempt to ignore a miniature guillotine in the corner by the large silver fridge, but it has beheaded a massive carrot bigger than any carrot I have ever seen before.

I cannot ignore it.

I’m staring dead at it while Andromeda opens the industrial-size oven and pulls a pie out to set on a cooling rack in front of me.

She follows my gaze toward the guillotine.

“My dryad friend, Pila, came by earlier. She gave me a pumpkin and some carrots. Said she was feeling orange today. So we played with the guillotine Daddy and I built, then had carrot soup with lunch.” She beams at the slightly over-toasted pie between us. “Pumpkin pie for a pre-dinner snack later. It’s plant-based, so I hope it sets up right in the fridge.”

My mouth is dry as I pull my attention off the sharp blade and find Andromeda’s bare hands, a piping hot pie, and not a single oven mitt in sight. I can hardly breathe. Shaking, I reach for Andromeda’s little palm. Her bare little palm. “Sweetheart…” I whisper. “Why are you using a gas oven all by yourself?”

She pulls her hands away and tucks them beneath the counter. “I don’t understand the question.”

“You…weren’t wearing gloves.”

She grimaces. “I never use them. Gloves are for the weak.”

My brain turns to static in the same moment heavy footsteps draw my awareness to Pollux. He comes down the stairs beyond the kitchen archway, marches into the gaping space, fills it completely, and stops.

A swallow moves through his throat.

My vision bleeds redder than my hair as I picture stuffing his arm into the guillotine his seven-year-old daughter shouldn’t be playing with.

Standing, I smile. Then I stalk.

Planting my hand in the center of his broad chest, I push him out of the kitchen, across the foyer, and behind the set of stairs nearest the kitchen entrance.

He swears when his back hits the wainscoting.

As bright as the blinding, burning, cancer-giving sun, I say, “Mr. Strakh.” I clasp my hands daintily in front of my dress skirt and all the little veggies I embroidered onto the material. “Good evening.”

Ever the articulate one, he grumbles, “H…hi.”

My lashes flutter. “I was just in the neighborhood. I hope you don’t mind my stopping by.”

His chest trembles, just slightly. “You’re…welcome here.”

Innocent as a puppy, I tilt my head. “Great! I’m so glad I’m not intruding. Can we chat?”

“Sure…?”

“Awesome!” It takes everything in me not to listen, friend him as though he’s a child throwing a tantrum. “Are you aware that your seven-year-old is taking pies out of the oven with her bare hands?”

Like a layer of sleet, the stiffness in his body drops out of him in a slushy mess. His eye twitches.

Then he picks me up by my shoulders and sets me aside.

“Meda,” he roars, and the very chandelier above us rattles as he stomps back into the kitchen. “Why the—” He swears. “—are you still burning yourself?” Marching, he buries his fingers in Andromeda’s hair, grabs her head, and shakes her while she squeaks.

Stumbling away from the staircase, I watch at the archway.

Horrified.

Frozen.

Shocked senseless.

“I’ve—” He swears. “—told you to stop this nonsense several times now.”

“Daddy,” she whines, grabs his wrist, and half-climbs, half-kicks at the mountain of her father. “It’s fine.”

“Watch your tongue with me, young lady. We’ve been over this.”

She whimpers.

His fingers squeeze into her little skull. “Use the tools at your disposal to protect yourself, or else.”

“But, Daddy—”

“No but.” He crouches, blocking all of Andromeda from my view. “Focus on me,” he growls. “Do you think your Uncle Cael would approve of you acting like this?”

Defeated, she whispers, “No.”

“Correct. And if Uncle Cael wouldn’t let you do something…”

“I absolutely shouldn’t do it.”

“Correct again.” He lets her head go, rises, and folds his arms. “So what are you not going to do anymore?”

Andromeda’s shoulders sag. “Take hot things out of the oven with my bare hands.”

He grunts something akin to acceptance.

What can I do?

What can I do? What can I do? What Can I Do?

Before I can even remember how to breathe, Andromeda bounces back, like what just happened is…perfectly normal… Grinning, she jumps on her father’s arm and says, “Look at my pie! It’s one of Pila’s plant-based recipes.”

He glances toward the carrot by the guillotine. “I had thought she came by earlier.”

“You were busy in the lab.”

He grunts. “Alana needs more drugs, and I’m in the process of slightly adjusting the dose.”

“Ooh. Can I try one when you’re done?”

Pollux shrugs. “If you care to.”

“Can Ms. Role try one, too?”

Pollux goes tense. Slowly, ever so, he turns and finds me. As though he entirely forgot I was here.

My eyes sting.

My brain is choking on everything I’ve just seen and heard.

Who is Uncle Cael, and why does he determine what is or isn’t appropriate for Andromeda? Why does Pollux have a drug lab? And why, why, why is Andromeda allowed to try the drugs?

The large man’s chest deflates as he lets a swear hiss past his lips. Covering his eyes with a hand, he rubs his temple a moment, then drops his arm. “Dear one…I need a moment. Take care of your teacher.” With that, he turns on his heel and marches through another archway on the other side of the kitchen.

He’s gone before I can blink.

Andromeda juts a lip and stares after her father. “Huh.” Looking at me, she smiles. “He’s still shy. The pie needs to cool a bit before I put it in the fridge to set. Would you like some ice cream while we wait? I like vanilla.” She opens the bottom freezer and pulls out a tub. After setting it on the counter, she looks my way again. “Are you well?”

No, but I pretend that it doesn’t feel like hundreds of bugs are crawling beneath my skin. “I… Of course. Ice cream. Vanilla is perfect, thank—”

“Ms. Role. Please stop thanking people. I’m monitored, so I can’t take your soul without Daddy’s permission, but Alexios isn’t. He’d try to take your soul just so he could bargain with Daddy.” Pouting, she shakes her head and serves up some scoops. “He’s gotten very mischievous the more he grows into himself.”

“Alexios…” The other man she lives with. The one I’m told she considers a brother. He couldn’t be the butler I met earlier, right? The butler who, on all accounts, seemed to be…flirting…with her.

“He greeted you at the door,” Andromeda confirms my worries. “Daddy says he’s at that age where he can only think about one thing.”

I don’t want to know what she’s been told in that regard, but I plaster practiced calm into every inch of myself, return to the bar stool, and ask anyway, “What is that?”

“World domination.”

I choke on my first bite of ice cream. “World domination?”

Andromeda’s big blue eyes stare at me, curious. “It’s common enough. Uncle Cael and Daddy went through the same phase when they were younger. Uncle Cael came close enough to succeeding that Daddy learned world domination involved too much paperwork. He prefers a more active role in his experiments and to record the results on his own terms with fewer redundant forms. Many fae have pretty nasty control issues, so the desire to own things runs deep.” Her laughter is much too bright. “Naturally, even I consider world domination once in a while, but I trust Daddy when he says the paperwork is stupid. Uncle Cael would visit more if it weren’t for all the stupid paperwork.”

Managing to get another bite of ice cream and compose myself, I ask, “Sweetheart, what does Uncle Cael do?”

“Oh, he’s our prince. I’ve mentioned him before in class. I just haven’t named him because I don’t want the other kids to be jealous that he’s my uncle.”

“He’s the faerie prince?”

“Mhm. The good one. Not the bad one who recently stopped by to make dire promises. I wasn’t supposed to overhear, but I’m excellent at eavesdropping. He wanted to meet me, probably take me away to his castle beyond the Desolate Caverns, but Daddy reminded him I’m not old enough for the kinds of things he was suggesting.”

My ice cream curdles as Andromeda tells me more than I want to hear about faerie princes who seem to think they have a claim to her. By the time the pie has cooled enough to go into the fridge, I’ve stress-eaten nearly the entire carton of vanilla ice cream and am seriously considering whether or not I can get away with kidnapping her myself.

A grandfather clock chimes from somewhere deep on the other side of the manor while I’m mind-mapping a forty-seven step plan that may or may not involve changing my name roughly five times. The ten heavy bongs summon Pollux back to the kitchen—which puts an immediate damper on my schemes.

Holding his gaze firmly off me, he says, “It’s time.”

“Time for work?” Andromeda asks as she collects our dishes and places them in the sink.

Pollux arches a brow, glances my way, then turns his face roughly toward the corner without replying.

Work.

At this hour? Why is Andromeda even still up? Seven-year-olds need ten to thirteen hours of sleep. Her father should have come to tell her it was time for bed ages ago.

But.

No.

Instead she’s been left to talk about how an “evil faerie prince” wants to take her away while she eats as much ice cream as she wants.

I smile as vibrantly as I can while hands constrict themselves around my heart. “Meda, sweetie, I’ve been meaning to ask. What exactly is work?”

She giggles, running to Pollux and jumping on him. Somehow, she scales his body, twists a fist in his hair, and perches on his shoulders like a frog. “Work is horrors beyond your feeble comprehension!”

“Meda…” Pollux murmurs.

“We’re being very nice and keeping our human forms in place because you’ve been raised human, but we’re actually quite spooky.” She fumbles, crushing Pollux’s head at an odd angle.

Deeply sighing, he says, “Okay, that’s enough,” then he shakes her off him, catches her ankle before her head smashes into the floor, and tosses her over his shoulder like a sack of beans. He turns on his heel so she’s facing me and grumbles, “Say goodbye to your teacher and stop being an imp.”

Waving both hands, she beams. “Bye bye, Ms. Role!” Her expression darkens. “Do not let Alexios steal your soul while we’re gone. But stay as long as you like!” She shrieks when her father lets go of her ankle, and she barely catches herself on his shirt. “Daddy!”

Something almost akin to laughter rumbles in his chest as he glances over his shoulder at me. “Make yourself at home, Kassandra. We’ll be back in about five or six hours, so let yourself out if you don’t want to stay that long.”

Five or six hours?

“Wait…” My voice cracks, but it’s too late.

They’re already gone.


Chapter 3

~~~~~~~~~~~~

Sniffing washcloths.

First of all, I don’t know why I’m still here, snooping through a stranger’s house with my phone poised and ready to get evidence of anything that might lock Pollux Strakh up for good. The place is huge, larger than looks possible from the outside, and it’s spotless. No matter how hard I look, I can’t find the broken windows I saw when I came up the sidewalk. All the furniture is antique and real wood. The decorations look like they’ve all come from eons past, but they’re in near-perfect condition.

The apparent wealth is chilling.

Because where in the world did a young single father get this kind of money?

And why in the world is my brain answering with a resounding drug lab?

“Miss?”

I jump, whirling to find Alexios a foot from me in the long upstairs hall. I did not hear him approach. I cannot explain what I am doing. Not even remotely. In all honesty, I kind of forgot he was here. After Pollux and Andromeda left, the entire house went eerily quiet and still.

Like a morgue.

If a morgue had multiple cabinets dedicated to hosting liquor bottles around every corner.

Because, yes, apparently someone here is an alcoholic.

I’ll just add it to my list of reasons to cry myself to sleep tonight.

Alexios’s smile unfurls, disarming. “If you’re looking for Pollux’s room, it’s the last set of double doors on the right. If your reason for wanting to be in his bedroom is because you’ve discovered that the door to the basement and his lab is locked, however, I might regret to inform you that no physical key for it can be found in this place.”

“I… I wasn’t…” What? I wasn’t what? Looking for a key to the basement? I one hundred percent am now. In my defense, Pollux told me to make myself at home. Probably with severe subtext that actually meant get out of my house immediately and never come back. But it can’t be held against me if I’m taking him at his word, can it?

I feel backed into a corner with him.

If he has as much money as it seems, there’s very little the government will do even if I can get them to find this address. He probably has people who can buy him out of anything.

I’m grasping for straws and fleeting hope.

But that doesn’t mean I’m going down without a fight.

“Helpless…” Alexios reaches a gloved hand toward me as I dissect my attention from my rampaging thoughts. He touches my chin, tilting my face up to meet his. “You feel utterly helpless. Angry. But not afraid.”

“What do you think you’re doing?” I try to step back, but my feet don’t move.

Slowly, Alexios’s smile drifts off his face. “Interesting. Do you remember ever feeling afraid?”

I swallow, temper my rage, and ignore the fact I can’t seem to get my legs to work. “I’m a teacher,” I hiss.

“Do elaborate.”

My lungs fill, and I stay stonily put, this time of my own accord. “I am the last defense between my kids and anyone who would try to hurt them. It’s not my job to be afraid. It’s my job to put the very essence of fear into anyone who dares come for my littles. It is my job to make absolute certain they have nothing to fear.”

“How…riveting.” Interest ignites in his stormy eyes. “Might I be so bold as to ask for your soul?”

“What?”

“Your soul. I’d like to examine it.”

“Are you insane?”

“Perhaps.” His smile returns, laced in humor. “If I am, I wholly blame genetics.”

I stare at him, disturbed.

He lets his hand fall from my face, and I find the energy to take a step back, putting some space between us. He proceeds to clarify his statement, as though his clarification makes any sense at all. “Meda’s told you about our new faerie princess. I came from her, and she is, quite often, delightfully bonkers.”

I scowl. “It’s not wise to enable Meda’s stories or use them to insult me. She needs to grow to have a better grasp on reality if she’ll want to fit in.”

“Fit…in?” His brows rise. “Oh my. What a turn of events.”

“What are you talking about?”

He chuckles. “Oh, perhaps nothing. It’s just…well…Meda is under the impression that you believe her. I did assume something was amiss, given how you’re acting. Pollux is…interesting…but for anyone who can stand him, hatred is not the usual response.”

My voice shakes, a horrible mixture of anger and concern getting stuck in my throat. “I’m worried about Andromeda. And I don’t know how you fit into this, but if you’re just hired help, please.” I grab his arm, dig my fingers into his muscle, and implore, “Help me help her.”

Alexios’s expression deadens as he stares at my fingers. Prying them off, he says, “Do not touch me without permission. Being touched by strangers is one of my least favorite sensory experiences.” He fixes his sleeve, smoothing the wrinkles I caused. “As for Meda, she hardly needs help. The tiny monster is boundlessly loved here. Given what she is, her fortunes are many more than seem wholly fair.”

My gaze slashes down, to the phone I’m still clutching like a lifeline, and I swipe inconspicuously to video before pressing record. “Does Pollux make drugs in the basement?”

“Pollux makes a grand many things in that basement of his.”

“Including drugs?”

“Sure, if you want to call them that.”

“And does he give them to his seven-year-old daughter?”

“He gives them to Alana, mostly. They’d hardly do anything for Meda. She shares his unique constitution.”

My eyes narrow. “What does that mean?”

“Aphrodisiacs aren’t so effective on creatures that deal in emotions.”

Aphrodisiacs.

My mouth goes entirely dry.

Abruptly, Alexios turns his head, and his brow lowers. “Pardon me, I’m being summoned,” he says, then he passes.

By the time I’ve had a chance to take a rationalizing breath and turn around, he’s gone.

My stomach knots as I stop the recording and fight to gather my thoughts.

The system is horrible. Even videos of crimes worse than the mere mention of a drug lab in the basement can be marked off as nothing by the wrong people in power. If CPS won’t get it for me, I need more proof. More proof that whatever is happening here negatively impacts someone who might care.

And if I can’t get the right people in power to care, I need enough proof to convince Zahra to help me. Her social platforms for her online streaming may be able to make enough noise and reach the right people.

As long as I can get something of substance.

Locating the last set of double doors on the right, I swallow.

Then, I find myself trying one handle. It opens with a soft click, so before I can talk myself out of it, I slip inside.

ᴥ

Pollux swore the second he entered his bedroom. Of all places, why had Kassandra gone into his bedroom while he was out hunting with Andromeda? In a moment of utter nerves, he had told his beautiful soulmate to make herself at home. It didn’t matter that ever since he’d laid eyes on her, he’d been imagining this home as hers…

By stars and light, they weren’t married yet.

Having her scent in his room was cruelty of the highest degree, a taunt he did not believe he deserved even if he had yet to find the courage to tell her what she was to him.

Andromeda had not mentioned anything of soulmates to her teacher. Despite having assumptions about the fear-nullifying woman, Andromeda was either a good girl, Pollux had taught her well, or she had come to respect that the business of soulmates was sacred.

Ultimately, Andromeda’s lack of meddling meant Pollux had to take Kassandra aside on his own and tell her that he wanted her. Deeply. Intrinsically.

Perhaps a touch inappropriately.

Pollux swore again, closed his eyes, and remembered how it felt when she’d shoved him against the stairs earlier that evening. He could have kissed her then, wrapped her up and claimed her for all eternity.

Only Andromeda’s warnings when they’d discussed this entire situation stayed his hand.

He trusted his little girl’s assessment of a woman he did not know at all.

If she said that Kassandra was overly cautious and likely wouldn’t take well to their less human forms, he’d keep the ink from his eyes and his teeth dull until she was ready to handle the more monstrous pieces of him.

No matter what the ache in his chest told him, forcing a woman to accept anything—physically or emotionally—was…wrong. And wrong things were not to be entertained.

He exhaled a curse, pictured Kassandra’s raging eyes, her too-perfect smile, the heat of her hand. On him. Touching him. Fearless and hard despite the innocent brilliance she’d used to mask all her true emotions.

“Kassandra…” he whispered into this space that smelled like her.

Rolling his neck, he cut his fingers through his short dark hair and went to inspect the damage her perusal had caused.

As far as he could tell, the woman had touched everything. His drawers. His books. His bed. She’d gone into his bathroom. Looked through his towels. It was like she’d been searching for something.

But what?

She was part human. Regardless of whether or not Andromeda had mentioned the obvious fact fae blood ran through her veins, neither Kassandra nor Andromeda could know which kind. Kassandra was part human, new to the knowledge of fae. And Andromeda, despite the power Pollux had granted her, was too young to have any accurate speculations. Only Pollux—as her mate—could decode the notes in her soul. And, were he not her mate, he may never have known.

She was a creature that molded seamlessly into her environment, because she was a creature that could create her environment from the dust in her own lungs.

In all Pollux’s years as a dream eater, he had never once met his closest, somehow more frightening, seelie kin.

The dream makers.

The sandmen.

Unlike with nightmares, dreams formed naturally in human minds without the help of a faerie. Such levels of imagination were, perhaps, one of the few magics humans could perform. The sandmen were not only facilitators capable of entering and manipulating the dream plane in any way they pleased. Their powers could warp one’s perception of reality itself.

Kassandra was made of dreams. Hope. Beauty. Belief. Innocence. Seduction.

She had sandman blood. And she had access to it on some level, because it was reacting to her will, creating a bubble around her that overpowered his presence, eliminating the cloud of fear that congealed in the air around dream eaters.

She was his antithesis. His cure. His soul’s mate.

And…he was sniffing a washcloth she’d touched.

So, clearly, he was painfully at her mercy even in her absence.

Lowering the cloth, he sighed and looked at himself in the mirror. “You’re not a creep.”

It was a very compelling pep talk. And, technically, he couldn’t lie, so logic demanded the words were true as they had indeed managed to leave his mouth. Alas, he also desperately wanted to take the washcloth to bed and cuddle it, which felt like a somewhat substantial argument against him.

He had to find a way to have a decent conversation with Kassandra. Discover why she hated him. Tell her he was more than ready to go to war in order to earn her affections. He simply required her consent before he began his chase, for pursuing a woman against her will was incredibly indecent.

Unfortunately, Pollux was starkly unprepared for this…fear inside him that suggested she would not provide consent, that suggested she might turn him away completely, that suggested something he did not even know he had done would end everything before it could begin.

His brain crippled in her presence. Without the protection of the terrors that made him up, his body seemed vulnerable.

He didn’t know how to cope without his overpowering shield of fear. She left him feeling naked and insecure, like she’d stolen his natural defenses and made him as helpless as a starving boogeyman the morning after the sun rose and all fear vanished.

Weakness was not a sensation he found himself familiar with often.

And the way she looked at him…

The barely restrained hatred in her deep brown eyes kind of activated his fight response.

Because he did not know what he’d done to be hated, he really wanted to grab her wrists in one fist, push her into the wall, and ask. The way she weakened him made him want to assert dominance.

Like an animal.

Like a tiny puppy barking its head off in an effort to say actually, my dear, I am big; don’t let the fact I’m cowering fool you.

Yeah.

Pollux had literally no idea what to do with himself or his feelings. He was unaccustomed to experiencing them like this.

The way he wanted her was violent.

The way she didn’t want him made him want her more.

And, truly, he didn’t like the way that idea tasted in his brain.

Kassandra was his soulmate. She deserved respect. Unless she also expressed a clear desire to fight, he would not give in to any of his depraved wishes. Part of having a soulmate was understanding that while soulmates were impeccably crafted for one another, they also served as a means to better each other.

Assumption was selfish.

And selfishness was the opposite of love.

It was only very recently Pollux had learned that unseelie fae like him could have soulmates. Prior to when Cael had found his, both of them suspected neither would ever find the match their souls longed for.

To say Pollux knew precious little about how to behave in regular social settings would be an understatement.

Pollux was an awkward mess of a man who’d had very limited interactions with women who could withstand him. In fact, before meeting Cael’s mate, Alana, Pila was the only woman he’d ever met who could stand his fear-soaked presence.

Having insufficient data for things he could not ethically test made him itchy. Being unsure and nervous turned his brain to mush.

Kassandra made logic hard.

She was beautiful. And precious. She radiated the innocence of a child and the grace of an unspeakable disaster.

Pollux was much too aware she could reject him in favor of her human life. And he would have to respect that.

Already, he found himself consumed by the mere concept of her. The level of adoration he held for her existence alone could be nothing short of the first buds of love. So if there were things in humanity that he might steal her from, things in humanity that she loved more than she may ever be willing to love him, he would have to come to terms with accepting that.

Still, unlike some, he would not submit himself to uncertainty without first making himself as clear as he could.

Kassandra was part human, raised human.

He would propose to her in the human way to show his earnest intentions, and he would absolutely, completely, and entirely not bite her, grab her, or press her into anything until after she agreed to either court or marry him.

Whispering a curse, he forced himself to fold the washcloth and put it away, then he marched to the liquor cabinet he kept in the corner of his bedroom.

After opening the ornate door, his lungs filled and released as he swore again. Every bottle smelled like her. She’d touched them. And he put his mouth in the places where her delicate fingers had perused.

Mercy.

He knew going through the motions to chase a numbness he couldn’t, as a dream eater, find with things like alcohol wasn’t healthy, but that didn’t mean he was prepared to quit at this exact moment.

“Daddy?”

Pollux cussed and turned on his heel, finding his little girl soaking up the shadows behind him. “Meda.” His heart was on the ceiling. Just a red, oozing glob. “What’s wrong, dear one?”

Andromeda’s big blue eyes stared at him as she inched across his black carpet, cautious. “Did I…scare you?”

“At the very least, you startled me. I was thinking inappropriate things about Kassandra and was sorely unprepared for a minor to appear behind me.”

“Oooooh.” Andromeda’s beautiful shining eyes sparked as she planted a hand in front of her curling lips. “Tell me everything.”

“Absolutely I will not.” He coughed. “You’re not old enough to comprehend these matters.” He popped a cap on a random bottle and took a drag. Whiskey. Something Willow had brought him. Being around Willow with Kassandra present to remove the fear he caused in the part-human, part-dryad, part-pixie amalgamation that was Willow would be…interesting.

Frightening, maybe.

Willow was…

All the words Pollux could come up with lagged, slogging through his brain like slugs.

…Willow.

Willow was Willow. Nothing else adequately described her. The woman visited him, by herself, for funsies.

“You’re really lost in your thoughts, aren’t you, Daddy?” Andromeda murmured.

“Yup.”

“R-rated?”

“No.” Thankfully.

“What’s it like having a soulmate?”

“You’ll find out when you’re five hundred. Minimum.” Striding to his bed, he sat on the slick, silk comforter and leaned back against the pillows, doing his best to ignore the way everything still smelled like Kassandra, Kassandra, Kassandra.

Andromeda bounced onto his chest after about negative three seconds.

Unburdened by the fully human guise they both presented in front of Kassandra, her wide blue eyes rested in pools of black that matched his. It wasn’t their true natural form, but the sharp teeth and disconcerting sclerae were how they generally appeared in front of their fae friends. After all, claws were inconvenient in daily life.

Andromeda grinned daggers at him.

A smile of his own tugged on one corner of his mouth. “What?”

“You’re such a daddy.”

He grunted, rolled his eyes, and took another sip of the whiskey. The burn as it soared down his throat and into his chest drew some attention away from the ache that rarely left. Even though it was liquor, if he’d not trained himself to find something akin to comfort in the taste of fire, it would do nothing to a dream eater’s system at a cognitive state.

Effectively, it was his placebo.

Some people didn’t know how physical loneliness was. Andromeda helped. So much. But centuries without her had created a lesion on his soul. If left undisturbed, the sensation of emptiness kept him wondering why, why, why he was alive.

The least he could do was send fire down to keep his misery company.

Maybe Kassandra would heal him.

Maybe Kassandra would make his addiction obsolete.

Maybe Kassandra would take the deepest, ink-black parts of the darkness out of his chest so he wouldn’t have to picture burning it up anymore… Maybe she’d play with his pain and paint him nightmares of his very own so he could finally, finally process everything he’d endured throughout the ages, get over all of it, and understand at a foundational level all the things he could put into words but never feelings.

He knew there was a point to his existence.

He knew his suffering wasn’t meant to be in vain.

Knowing was different than believing.

“May I please take Ms. Role’s soul?” Andromeda asked.

Pollux blinked and drew his mind from his wandering thoughts once again. “Why would you ask something like that, dear one?”

“I don’t trust her with it. There’s a holiday of some kind coming up where kids go around and ask for candy from strangers. There’s a lot of thanking.”

Pollux sighed. “Right. It’s that time of year again. With all the…celebrations.”

Andromeda’s eyes widened further. “You know about Halloween?”

“I watched it come into being and mutate, just like all the rest.”

She bit his arm, sinking her sharp teeth into his flesh.

He muttered into his bottle, “Why?”

“Why didn’t you tell me about it?” she squeaked.

He arched a brow at her, his daughter, the small monster who had not told him she was in school.

“Because. Most human holidays are based in concerning rituals that honor dark things. Halloween, especially, has become somewhat disturbing. It welcomes far too many bad unseelie into human spaces.”

“The kids at school say it’s all about dressing up and eating candy.”

“Like most things, there is good and bad, innocent and…less so. Celebrating holidays that have been stolen, rewritten, mashed together, and thread through with lies isn’t exactly faerie behavior.”

“Right. We have other celebrations. That make sense.”

“Correct.”

“Because we don’t need an excuse to have fun.”

“Mm.”

“Can I dress up as a moth faerie?”

Pollux’s gaze dragged to his sweet little girl. “What? Do you actually have self-esteem issues? I thought we discussed this and came to a conclusion that your teacher was just too human to understand us right now.”

“I really like Lana, but I like me, too. I just want to go to a party, and you have to dress up for a Halloween party.”

“A Halloween party…at your…school?”

Her head shook. “No, someone’s house.”

“A Halloween party at someone’s house, for children?”

Her head shook again. “I don’t think so.”

“No.”

“What?” Her voice pitched. “Why not?”

“Adult parties with humans have alcohol that actually works on their systems, which leads to behavior I don’t want you around until your frontal lobe has had more time to develop.” He poked her in the forehead. “This reasoning part of your brain needs to be able to comprehend and make smart decisions. Also, you’re a little dream eater strong enough to drop her glamour. I don’t need you messing with a bunch of humans on their fear holiday.”

“But Ms. Role is going with Zahr-Zahr.”

Pollux swallowed, hard. “And one of them invited you?”

“No.”

“You were eavesdropping?”

“I was eating a sandwich Ms. Role gave me.”

He mumbled, “And eavesdropping.”

“It was strawberry and peanut butter. It had crust. The sides were open, so it wasn’t even a pocket, and my hands were at risk of getting messy. I wasn’t really hungry, but I didn’t want to hurt her feelings.”

He sighed. “I don’t think Kassandra would want you at an adult party with her.”

Andromeda flopped, pitifully, against his chest. “Because she hates me?”

“I think she adores you.” Which made sense, of course. What wasn’t there to adore about Andromeda? Pollux combed her curls away from his chin and soaked in the sensation of her warmth. The fear of his fear. His daughter.

His…imp. Who did not at all know when to quit.

“Does she not want me there because she’ll be flirting with all the men?” she chimed.

“What?” Pollux growled.

“And probably thanking everyone. What if Castor is there? What if she thanks him?”

Pollux’s heart hit the ceiling again as his stomach ripped itself in two. “Meda. Are you being devious?”

“Entirely.”

“It is not kind.”

“I’m sorry. It’s just that it’s been weeks since you met now, but you haven’t made a move. You tend to overthink and overplan everything. I am hypothesizing that you need some motivation.”

He probably did. Still. What gave his small child the right?

“She’s human, Daddy…”

“Part human,” he grumbled.

“Part is enough to make her vulnerable. And part is enough to make her unaware that she has a mate. If it’s not proper for me to tell her, what are you waiting for?”

What was he waiting for?

Simple.

“A good time to propose.”


Chapter 4

~~~~~~~~~~~~

Well. This was a left turn. Into Petco. Because, apparently, I need kitten food.

“I don’t really want to do this, Zahr.”

“Well, that’s too dang bad.” Zahra finishes painting a little bee on my cheek and plops a cheap set of antennae into my hair. I made my own costume—the little striped bee outfit complete with flouncy skirt and fuzzy long sleeves—but I did not get around to making the wings or antennae myself. Needless to say, Zahra got them last-minute off Amazon, and it shows.

Facing the full mirror wall in the room Zahra has dedicated to her costumes, I take myself in.

Everything in this room—from the mirror wall to the walk-in closets to the elaborate vanity table complete with roughly three thousand compartments—she installed herself shortly after she bought this ranch house. It’s her costume room mostly used for LARPing, streaming, and the occasional cosplay convention—where she is inevitably bombarded by a hundred adoring fans.

Who knew that graphic design and streaming video games in full costume could supplement the pitiful salary of a teaching assistant to such a luxurious extent? I am in awe every time I walk past Zahra’s three garages to enter her fully paid-off mansion.

She went from having nothing but an overnight bag and her motorcycle to having a house on ten acres of land. You know. So her LARP team of fellow YouTubers and nerds can meet and set up entire freaking medieval towns in the backyard.

“How many people are going to be at this party thing again?” I murmur. “I think I can only handle…downwards of three.”

“There will be upwards of a hundred, but don’t fret. People are great.” Zahra sits on a daybed in the corner and pulls on a pair of leather boots, which match the rest of her painted-on jumpsuit putting her every ample curve on display. “They taste just like chicken.”

I stare at her, uncertain what exactly she’s supposed to be. A leather biker jacket is normal for her. Full spandex might be pushing it, but only the smallest bit. On the whole, what she’s wearing is something she wouldn’t mind coming to work in. So given that it’s Halloween and we’re going to a costume party…

Her round nose squashes as she zips a boot up to her knee, drops her foot, and looks at me. “Well, okay, technically, they taste like wild pork.”

I blink. “What?”

“According to cannibals, humans taste more like the pork of wild boars. Not chicken.” Her lips pinch. “Apparently, human meat looks like beef, but tastes kinda like oily, gamey pork.” Her gaze lifts, hollow and chilling. “Our very flesh is a lie, Kass.”

Crossing my arms, I let the comment about what humans literally taste like roll right off me in favor of saying, “You look like a dominatrix.”

A wild smile crashes across her face. “Really? Excellent. I have whips. I can change up my costume last minute, no big de—”

“Zahr, why do you have whips?”

Standing, she plants her hands at her hips. “Do you even know how many anime characters are whip wielders?”

“No? How many?”

“Enough—” She clears her throat. “—for me to have maybe five to seventeen different kinds of whips.”

“Five to seventeen?”

Plastering her hands together, she points her fingers at me. “You know how in books, the girls are all given a bow as a weapon?”

“Yes…”

“In anime, they get whips. Or giant hammers. No, I don’t know why. Yes, I also have a couple giant hammers in my weapon’s closet. I’d have more, but they are harder to store.”

My mind drifts, and I picture a certain someone’s father popping out of a Whac-A-Mole.

Zahra grabs a gold and black helmet with cat ears off the corner of her daybed. “Are we ready to go, or are you going to keep picturing death-bonking Meda’s dad with one of my anime hammers?”

I straighten and fix my little bee-tennae. “Um. Excuse me. Get out of my head.”

She snorts. “Nope. It’s cozy in here. Lots of fifth-grade facts to soak in. Makes me feel smarter.” Touching my shoulder, she smiles. “I promise I’d kill him myself if I didn’t think he was taking care of Meda. You have to know that.”

“I want to know that, Zahr. But…the world isn’t magic. You weren’t there when I went to see them. You didn’t hear everyone confirm that he’s got a lab in his basement. You didn’t see how much alcohol he has stored in nearly every room.”

“I also didn’t hear the proof you recorded when you were talking to their butler.” She pops her helmet on and flips the visor up so I can see her eyes. “Because faeries can’t be caught on recording. And normal people in this town totally don’t have butlers.”

“Zahr. That had to have been a technical issue. The speaker wasn’t facing him right…or something.”

“Also, no normal seven-year-old is going to stick their hands in an oven, take an entire pie out, and place it on the counter without jerking away, screaming, and crying. Unless, of course, they heal up in two seconds and are used to the sensation of pain because they’ve played with it and their ability to heal before. You sat with her the rest of the night. Did you see an injury?”

I clench my fists at my sides. “Her father grabbed her and shook her in front of me.”

“A perfectly normal thing for a father to…” Zahra blinks. “Wait, no. I sense I’ve made a mistake of some kind.” She sighs. “Have you been around drug dealers before, Kass? The successful ones with nice houses and butlers don’t just mention their basement lab in front of random visitors. They build entire fake businesses to front their rackets. And then addicted fathers send their little girls into said businesses with wads of cash…” Zahra’s eyes darken, and she drops her visor. “Point is: they don’t offer their little girls tastes of the very expensive drugs unless that’s how they’re keeping them addicted and under their thumb. Meda isn’t on drugs. Come on. You need a night to chill.”

Sighing, I oblige to follow her outside to my car, all the while thinking what I really need is a giant hammer…

ᴥ

If I’m being perfectly honest, I do not know how to party. Or chill. But especially I do not know how to chill at a party. The music is loud. The food is…kind of gross, honestly. Intentionally so, of course, but that doesn’t stop the something in my brain that rejects the idea of eating a cupcake made to look like a brain.

Zahra’s extrovert energy baffles me. We’re barely two seconds beyond the threshold, and she’s already chatting it up with strangers, asking how badly spiked the punch is, locating the house owner, and getting her own snacks from the pantry.

I’m bumbling near her, like a lost bee who forgot the steps to the dance. Because, as we all know, bees dance to communicate flower locations.

There’s a twelve-foot skeleton on the front lawn. Not a flower in sight.

Zahra hands me a chip from the bag she plundered out of the pantry. “An offering, for the queen. Devoid of animal carcass, as her majesty prefers.”

Taking it, I nibble the morsel, too exhausted to bother with my usual fake pleasantries until I remember that even if I’m not forcing smiles and elementary teacher glee for Zahra, she still deserves basic human decency.“Thank you.”

Zahra tsks. “Don’t disappoint Meda. What if I’m fae? Teacher souls are the yummiest. I bet they do taste like chicken.”

I pin my dear friend with a look that I hope conveys my utter exhaustion. “Please stop talking so much about how humans taste.”

“I forgot. It’s against your religion.”

“Vegetarianism isn’t a religion.”

“You’re right. You’re right. It’s the no-murder cult.” She offers me another chip. “Sort of. Since there’s still murder involved in—”

“Zahra.”

Her lip juts.

I hold my hand out for a third chip, and she obliges, so I forgive her.

At least up until the moment she sees a shiny person she knows all the way on the other side of the crowded room and abandons me like she’s not my emotional-support extrovert and the single lifeline I have in this mass of bubbling socialization. I’m left with half a chip ration in a large room full of people dressed like monsters all by myself.

I begin calculating my chances of survival when a guy wearing fake fangs approaches the wall I’ve backed up against in an effort at self-preservation. Logically, I assumed no one could approach me from behind if my back was to a wall. My logic did not factor in Dracula using said wall as a means to cage me.

“Hi,” he says, or slurs, as he pins one palm against the cream paint beside my head. The rancid scent of his breath lets me know he’s had enough spiked blood punch to drown a goat.

Despite my best efforts, my attempt at a smile turns out as more of a twisted grimace.

“People are dancing in the other room.” His brows wiggle with all the suggestive power of an earthworm.

I refrain from asking if his entire outfit—the plastic fangs—cost as much as his dignity. “No, thank you.”

He gets obnoxiously closer, and I choke slightly on the stench of his breath. “You sure, sweetie? I’m a great dancer.”

“No means no.”

His expression twists. “Don’t tell me you’re a feminist.”

Oh, excellent. He’s one of those men. “Well, I do have my own bank account…so…you may make your own conjectures.”

He grabs my wrist.

I fight the immediate revolt in favor of straightening my spine. “Hey, friend. That’s not appropriate behavior, okay?”

His dumb mouth opens, so I tap a finger to my lips. “Uh-uh. No, sir. I’m talking. We don’t grab people, got it, got it? No. No, we do not. It’s not nice to grab people. How would you feel if someone grabbed you?”

His grip tightens until it hurts. “What’s with that tone? Are you making fun of me, you—” He swears.

It’s usually my deescalation tone. I’m so tired I forgot it doesn’t actually have the right effect on adults… Hence, I’m left staring blankly at Dracula and wondering if my next course of action—kneeing him in the groin—is a bit too dramatic a response as of yet.

I mean.

Do I wait until he bruises me…or…?

While I’m mentally thumbing through my handbook on social etiquette, a hand larger than his reaches from behind, closes over his wrist, and pries him off me. Dracula goes more pale than he’d be in a black-and-white movie as Pollux glares down at him—lethal.

Dark hair. Darker eyes.

Murder.

The sheer force of the murder in Pollux’s eyes shouldn’t send an odd tingle up my spine, but it seems to have done just that.

Wordlessly, Pollux puppeteers Dracula, putting his massive frame between us. Dracula curses, stumbling the moment Pollux lets him go. “Sorry, man. She didn’t say she was taken. You—you should keep a better eye on your girl in a place like this.”

Pollux’s fingers stretch and close. “I know what she said.”

Dracula exhales a nervous laugh. “Right? See, so I’m not at—”

“She said no. Get out of my sight before I string your entrails around the front lawn.”

Dracula bolts while my heart does the tiniest, inexplicable leap, and I squint to make certain this person is Pollux. Sure, I’ve never seen someone quite his size before…but…

Yep. No.

It is him.

He’s just wearing a large black coat this time.

I guess everyone needs at least one redeemable quality. It’s what separates real monsters from the storybook villains. After all, real monsters are just twisted humans who still have something like a sliver of soul worth salvaging. It’s what makes them so utterly terrifying…

Pollux releases a breath and turns to face me. His gaze lowers, scanning me from head to toe, stopping at my arm on his second perusal. “Are you well, Kassandra?” Gently, he lifts my hand, examines my wrist, then seems to remember himself.

He pulls away before I can register the warmth of his skin against mine. Before I can find words.

His jaw locks, and his gaze hits me with surprising force. “Can we talk? Somewhere less…loud?”

I don’t know why I dumbly nod. I don’t know why I follow him outside, into the quiet front yard guarded by that towering skeleton. It’s the last day of October. There’s the slightest nip in the air as autumn considers winter’s approach. And all I’m wearing is a little bumblebee dress with long, thin sleeves, a pair of plastic wings, and a little painted bee on my cheek.

While a breeze skates across my back, Pollux glances warily up at the massive skeleton and grunts. “Interesting.”

“What is?” I ask, attempting to find my cordial, pleasing tones. “Does it make you feel small?”

He exhales the touch of a laugh and…smiles at me. “When I’m around you? I constantly feel small.”

I take a tiny step back.

Adjusting his stance, he faces me squarely. “Why don’t you like me, Kassandra?”

My smile might turn blinding. “What do you mean? What gives you the idea I don’t like you?”

“The droves of hatred that spill off you whenever we’re in the same room, mostly.”

I tilt my head. The curls falling out of my messy bun spill over my shoulder. I play puppy dumb. Blink obliviously.

What? Who? Me? Hate you? Insanity. I’m a bumblebee. I’ve never hated a single thing in my life. Hating means stinging, and stinging means dying, don’t you know? Spite simply isn’t worth the collateral damage. I still have school in the morning, you silly man. Some people aren’t worth stinging.

Unless they are deadly allergic.

His chest provides the tiniest, feeblest meow. Which, to be certain, throws my innocent act off for a moment in favor of sincere confusion.

Clearing his throat, he readjusts his jacket, peeks inside, and murmurs a soft curse. “Kassandra, I’m not great with…subtext. I’m…less than eloquent most of the time. I’ve had very limited experiences with…this sort of thing. If I’ve done something to upset you, I apologize. I would, however, also like to be blunt with an understanding I am not trying to offend you.”

I do not know what’s going on.

Did he just…apologize to me?

Is he drunk? I saw all the alcohol in his house, and there is a disturbing amount here as well. Given the fact he’s not even wearing a costume, he’s probably just popping from party to party and drinking until someone kicks him out.

It wouldn’t surprise me.

Not in the least.

What does manage to surprise me…is when he removes a tiny white kitten with a tiny brown spot in the center of its tiny face from his coat.

My mouth falls open.

The fuzzy little thing yawns, mews. Its little brown-tipped ears flick. It’s brilliant blue eyes peek at me. Sleepy. And angelic.

It might just be the most beautiful kitten I have ever seen.

“I’d like you to have this,” he says.

I close my mouth before I ask where he got it with a curse word tucked into the question. Wetting my lips, I compose myself well enough to come up with a graceful, “What?”

“I understand it’s sudden.” He clears his throat, rolls his shoulders back. “I just want to make my intentions clear. If you’re unwilling to accept it right now, then I’ll take care of i—”

“No, no.” I reach for the itty bitty kitten—who I am already picturing jumping under a carrot guillotine if I let this man take care of it. It purrs the second it’s in my hands, and I forget what I was saying. Surely not I don’t want you to take care of anything else small and helpless, you rotten, horrible, no good, disaster of a man.

He stares at me.

I shove my droves of hatred deeper under the rug. “Where did you get him?”

He blinks off some of his surprise. “I…didn’t. I found the litter, but a friend had to go to the breeder on my behalf. Even though I’m fine around animals, he’s a better judge of character, and… I…I’m sorry if I’m misunderstanding. You…”

It’s like his brain is shutting down. Just, marvelously frying to bits. Right in front of me.

“You want him?” he asks.

“Yes. Absolutely.”

Pollux’s mouth opens and remains slack.

I take another tiny step back. “Are you all right?”

“I did not imagine things would go like this. I don’t know what to say. The script I prepared is failing me. I don’t even know how to segue into the most important parts. Maybe they’re already obvious? That must be it. Meda didn’t mention where she told you anything about this, but perhaps she only neglected to inform me. Please, give me a moment to…something.”

“To…something?” Is he on drugs, too? Maybe he’s hallucinating. Should I call the cops? Find Zahra and make sure she can see how ill-equipped this man is to raise my Meda?

Pollux’s eyes close.

A breeze cuts right through my adorable clothes, and I shudder.

His eyes snap back open. “You’re cold.”

“Oh, uh, I don’t know. I’m fine.”

He swears again, and it’s really apparent now why Andromeda used to. I don’t know how many times I’ve heard him swear in the brief moments we’ve encountered one another. Shrugging out of his coat, he wraps the massive tent around my shoulders. “I’m sorry I dragged you out here. You look…” His voice trembles, if slightly. “Bees. You were wearing something else with bees when we met.”

“I…was?”

“Yes.”

“I…like bees.”

“I don’t know much about bees. I know more about moths. There’s a hawk moth that looks like a bee. You’d probably like it.” He swipes a hand over his mouth, and the shadows across his face seem to—for a moment—turn the whites of his eyes black. Closing his eyes once more, he swears again. “I’m sorry. I am experiencing unfamiliar emotions and do not know how to proceed correctly. It feels as though I may swallow my own tongue if I keep trying. Excuse me.”

Turning on his heel, he walks right through a bush on his way off the lawn.

Standing in his coat, I stare as the large man plows across the street, narrowly misses being hit by a car that doesn’t so much as honk, and disappears into the narrow space between two other houses.

In my hands, the tiny kitten cries pitifully while I attempt to sort through the events that just transpired. Drunk or high people handing out kittens is…new.

I have no idea what to do with a kitten.

I also have no idea what to do with the fact Pollux’s clothes don’t smell like liquor, but rather like coconut and chai.


Chapter 5

~~~~~~~~~~~~

This tapestry of red flags just keeps getting bigger.

“What are you naming him?” Andromeda asks the same question Zahra’s been asking me ever since I told her what happened after she abandoned me. Unlike Zahra—who is currently outside with the kids and who was more than happy to tell me the entire event was a lovely social experience for me—Andromeda seems genuinely happy.

I do not want to tell her, or Zahra, the only name I can think of. Because it is stupid. And I’m almost positive I dreamed up the part of the story where Pollux gave me his coat, and his coat smelled like chai and coconut. I must have been losing my mind. Because this morning, the coat was gone, the scent was lingering, and the tiny cinnamon-sprinkled kitten was sleeping on my throat.

Long story short: I am not naming him Chai.

“Mm, still thinking about that one,” I offer, absently.

“I can’t believe you accepted him,” she chirps.

Neither can I.

Coming home to Mom and Dad with a kitten last night was not what I planned. Lucky for me, Dad fell in love the second the tiny fuzzball began purring. He seemed truly miffed he previously made plans with Mom today that meant I had to bring our—as he explicitly informed me while we were at the twenty-four-hour Walmart getting supplies—new kitten with me to school.

Andromeda plays with the kitten’s tiny paws. “Zy should meet him. They could kitty together.”

“Zy?” Vacantly, I mark down another detail I can’t forget concerning the field trip I’m planning for the end of this month, after Thanksgiving break. With all the holidays coming up, and all the unavoidable scattered sick days a small school like ours inevitably had, I need to squish the field trip onto a weekend to get an extra “school day” marked down. I need to iron out school board approval for bus rental costs and get permission slips sent around. As if permission slips mean anything. Clearly, Pollux didn’t know Andromeda was coming here, Willow isn’t really her guardian, and all I need is a stupid signature to absolve this school of liability in the event whoever actually takes care of her raises a fuss.

But, officer, I have in pen a scribble of a name that matches other scribbles. I’ve done my very best to gain the consent of the adult responsible for this child.

Everything is such a joke. There’s no real protection for anyone from anything. It’s all one word against another, and too often those words are much too flimsy to relay anything of worth.

My brow furrows, and I realize I have zoned out into a court room full of dodo birds who can barely hold their pencils. The judge’s gavel flies from his feathers, and he loses his wig trying to get it back. Lifting my head, I find Andromeda, who isn’t even supposed to be inside right now. It’s recess. Everyone else is playing dodge ball. “I’m sorry, sweetie. What did you say?”

“Zy is Willow’s husband. He’s a vampire cat. Our relationship isn’t really something Daddy wants me to talk about.”

My stomach sinks. “Sweetie…” I set my pen down. “You can tell me anything. I promise you won’t get in trouble. I’m here to help you.”

She lifts her gaze off the tiny cat, who is not named Chai, and her smile fades. “It’s…complicated, Mrs. Role.”

Mrs. Role? That’s new. She must be mixing up her honorifics. But that’s not important right now.

“It’s okay for it to be complicated. We can address it one part at a time.”

Her head shakes. “Daddy really would rather I not talk about it. I’m sure he wants to explain it himself. I just feel bad sometimes. Willow’s been so nice to me, even though she hates kids.”

“She hates kids?”

Andromeda nods. “Everyone has at least one big thing at the root of their fears. For her, it’s abandonment and children. She was bullied a lot while she was growing up. Being around Daddy isn’t pleasant. But being around me…it’s worse for her. She forces herself to brave it, though, because she doesn’t want any kids to be as lonely as she was. She faces her fear a lot. She even reads to the kids at the library each week. It makes me feel bad, for what I did to her.”

My mind spirals. I keep my voice light and conversational. “What did you do to her?”

Andromeda shakes her head.

It hurts to breathe. “Oh, sweetheart.”

She lifts a shoulder as she smooths her finger up Chai’s brown-spotted forehead. “I’d like to apologize.” Her little laugh nearly shatters my heart. “I just don’t know how I’m supposed to apologize for something so big. I’m not really supposed to exist, but I like to exist, you know? Even though my existence caused so much pain.”

Tears burn as I push out of my chair, crouch, and wrap her up in my arms. “Don’t you dare talk like that,” I whisper.

“It’s just the truth. Daddy tells me—”

“Don’t you dare listen to your father if he talks like this.” I force myself to level out my tone. “I am glad you exist. It is not your fault what adults do.”

Andromeda hesitates before she wraps her little arms around me. “I think you’re confused. Maybe this is why Daddy says not to talk about it. I don’t know how to explain it right. I don’t want you to hate me for what I’ve done. I just feel so bad sometimes.”

I can think of a dozen reasons why her daddy doesn’t want her to talk about a relationship she has with a grown man, but the important thing for the moment is that she knows her existence isn’t a bad thing. No matter what. Crouching, I cup her cheeks and look in her blue eyes. “Listen to me, sweet girl. There is nothing you could say or do that would make me hate you. You exist for a very important reason, even if it may not feel like you’ve found it yet. Don’t let your father convince you that you aren’t supposed to be here.”

Her face crinkles as she cups my cheeks in return. “You’re misunderstanding something, Mrs. Role. It’s not that Daddy doesn’t want me to exist—he does. He wasn’t supposed to make me exist.”

Was she an accident? What good parent tells their child they were a mistake? “Meda…where is your mother? What happened to her?”

“I don’t have one. I technically don’t have a father, either. A lot of fae don’t have biological parents. The ones born like me adopt our families.”

The sounds of the children heading toward the school from the gym let me know this conversation has to come to a close. Kissing Andromeda’s forehead, I murmur, “We can talk more about this later. But please know that whatever choices others made, right or wrong, you are too young to be responsible for them. Do you understand?”

Worry eats away at her expression.

“Do you understand?” I echo as the footsteps and voices get closer.

Her head shakes. “Yes, but you don’t. And Daddy will be upset if I don’t fix this. Please come home with me after school and talk to him.”

The classroom door opens, and Zahra clicks her boot heels together. “Attention! March.”

Giggling, my menagerie of littles stomps into the classroom and each stops behind his or her desk.

“Mrs. Role. Please.”

Zahra marches up to me and salutes. “Ma’am. The children survived the gym and the outdoors, ma’am. Only one tried to eat mud, ma’am. We all know who that was, don’t we, ma’am?” A snicker erupts, and Zahra casts a narrow look at Josh before grinning and addressing me again. “We are proud of them, aren’t we, ma’am?”

“Mrs. Role,” Andromeda pleads.

Rising, I smile at Andromeda. “Okay. Go take your seat now.”

Relief swarms into Andromeda’s expression before she nods. “Gratitude.”

Zahra looks between us and drops the theatrics. “Did I miss something?”

Taking a deep breath, I wipe the entire conversation off my face, smile bright, scoop Chai up to deliver him into the little kitty carrier I bought at Walmart last night, and say, “We will talk later.” Probably when she’s bailing me out of jail. For putting a steak knife through Pollux’s hand.


Chapter 6

~~~~~~~~~~~~

Family dinners and repressed memories.

“Hi, Yama-nii-nii!” Andromeda bounces up to Alexios once we’ve made it two blocks away from the school. I offered to drive, but she insisted that Alexios was waiting for her. And here he is.

Why he doesn’t come all the way to the school to get her, I do not understand.

“Hello again,” I offer.

His gaze flicks to me, then to Chai in his little carrier. An impish grin overwhelms him. “Miss.”

“Do you come to pick Meda up every day?” I ask.

“From time to time when the air smells like stone and Pollux worries about her.”

Andromeda scoffs. “I’ve told Daddy I can take care of myself against Castor.”

“He’s not worried about Castor. Castor knows how young you are, and that is one thing Pollux trusts he will respect. It’s the knight who patrols a little more intently when Castor’s scent is on the breeze.”

“Oh.” Andromeda’s shoulders droop. “Yeah.”

“The knight?” My brow furrows. I’ve not heard of a knight in any of Andromeda’s stories before.

“Zylus Myrkur,” Alexios offers. “Our prince’s kitty guard.”

Zylus. As in Zy? As in Willow’s husband, Zy? The “vampire cat”? On another note, Alexios is still entertaining Andromeda’s stories, it seems.

Andromeda crosses her arms. “I’ve told you about Castor, the bad faerie prince. He’s upset with Uncle Cael because Uncle Cael never told him that he was unseelie, too. It’s all very dramatic, and we don’t know yet exactly what he’s planning.”

“Hurt people hurt people,” Alexios murmurs. “However Castor responds, I am invested in the schemes. It is far more quiet within the moth prince’s eclipse than I’ve learned it is within other domains. A little excitement could do everyone some good.”

Andromeda lifts her little chin. “Daddy might say you are simply devious.”

Alexios exhales a dry laugh. “One of us certainly has to be, no?”

Clenching my fists around the handle of Chai’s carrier, I watch the interaction from a step behind. Zahra’s arguments in favor of magic and faeries start sounding feasible in my skull before I shake them free.

I know it’s easier to believe that someone I care about is safe and happy and living in what, honestly, sounds like a beautiful and peaceful environment—with vampire kitty knights around to protect her and a single fairy-tale villain cackling in the distance.

But it’s just not reality.

Magic isn’t real.

Faeries don’t exist.

Dreams don’t come true if you simply believe in them hard enough.

At one point, you grow up.

You confine your dolls and stories and hopes and wishes to the highest shelves or the most ignored closet boxes where they gather dust. You paint whatever emotion will help you survive the next interaction on your face—regardless of whether or not you feel it inside—then you tough out another day. Just like everyone else.

It’s the broken way of the world.

When the cracked sidewalk of Pollux’s creepy manor comes into view, I take a deep breath in order to fortify myself against whatever horrors might lie ahead today.

Truth be told once I’ve made it up the porch steps, beyond the foyer, and into the kitchen, the last horror I expect to see is Pollux in an apron.

My eyes lock with his, and I swear the whites are black half a second before they aren’t. He swears. His gaze falls hard on his daughter before I can so much as choke out a greeting. “Meda, what the—” He curses.

“What? Didn’t you sense us coming up the walk?” she squeaks. “Am I not allowed to invite Mrs. Role over for dinner?”

He sighs, seems to fortify himself against me, and jabs his chin toward the table. Glaring at the green onions he’s dicing on the island counter, he grumbles, “Place setting.”

Andromeda grins and bounds to a cabinet in order to get another plate for the obsidian dark table.

“Xios,” Pollux mutters, and Alexios freezes.

Shoulders bunching, Alexios faces Pollux. “Yes?”

“You haven’t had this before.”

“Will the torture never end?”

“You might like it.”

“I like cashews. I like figs. I like the unending distress of a minimum-wage employee. What else do I need?”

“A soul.”

Alexios breathes a laugh. “I have been trying to get one.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Yes, yes, Pollux. Your playground insults are very becoming of you, aren’t they?”

Pollux’s glare lifts, forceful. “Two bites.”

Alexios’s already pale face drains further. “Pardon?”

“The first is for science. The second is because you’re pissing me off.”

Unsure what I’m meant to do, I stand in the middle of the kitchen, holding my kitten carrier, and watch the innocuous family banter transpire.

Pollux is…cooking. A whole meal. There are multiple pots and pans on the gas stove. Blue tails of fire flick against stainless steel. It’s a disconcertingly quaint scene that comes nowhere close to matching the horrid images I have of him in my skull.

“Do you mind tofu?” Pollux asks me as he nudges a stir-fry in the largest skillet and sprinkles the green onions on top.

“Um. No. I’m vegetarian.”

His hard expression softens, if minutely. Gently, he murmurs, “Of course you are…”

My gut reaction is to snap what’s that supposed to mean, but I behave myself, bite my tongue, and stand weakly in whatever alternate universe I seem to have found myself in.

Andromeda places a fork on the table and cautiously calls, “Daddy?”

“What did you do?” he asks.

“What?” she squeaks, yet again.

“I can hear the guilt in your tone.”

She deflates. “I may have mentioned some things about Zy to Mrs. Role.”

Pollux sighs. “Meda… That entire situation is difficult to explain to someone unfamiliar with so many things about us, and I didn’t think you were even ready to try.”

“I’m sorry. Sometimes it just hurts inside, and I feel awful.”

Pollux closes his eyes for several long moments. Finally, he murmurs, “I know, dear one. I know. Don’t worry. You didn’t do anything wrong.” He drags his gaze to me. “What concerns can I address for you to help clarify the…situation?”

I tense because the concerns I have aren’t exactly the sort I can easily bring up. Especially not like this when he’s so calm. It’s throwing me off in ways that leave me entirely unsure how I’m supposed to proceed.

Pollux’s brows knit as he turns off the heat. “Why did you just do that?”

I plaster my tried-and-true smile in place. “Do what?”

“Constrict all your muscles.”

I unconstrict them. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

His mouth opens, and closes. He takes a breath, letting it out slowly. “Is this a conversation for us to have in private, dearest?”

Restarting my brain, I wait for the Windows logo to load up. I’m hearing things. Dearest? Did he just call me dearest? Where did that come from? I am entirely out of my depth. What am I even doing here right now? There’s nothing I can say that will make anything better. If I attempt to assuage my concerns, I may get Andromeda in trouble, then who knows what might happen behind closed doors after I leave?

That soft, gentle dearest has to be an abuser tactic of some kind. One I’m unfamiliar with. It’s the part where Pollux recognizes he’s a conventionally attractive man and is aiming to distract me from important things with tenderness.

Well. Listen here, sir. I shan’t be fooled!

While I’m waiting for my stupid brain to calibrate, Alexios releases a massive sigh. “Okay, this is actually painful to watch.” Sitting in the seat at the table closest to the front kitchen window, he plants his chin in his hands and grins. “Yet, I am ever the masochist. Do you know what A would call this?”

Andromeda gasps and raises her hand as high as she can. “Me! Me! Pick me! I love Alana trivia!”

Alexios points one gloved finger her way. “Yes, Meda?”

“Miscommunication trope!”

He claps. “Very good. Now…do we fix it, or do we watch it all go up in glorious flames?”

“Xios,” Pollux grumbles.

His teeth flash in a wicked smile. “Yes?”

“Three bites.”

His smile vanishes. “Cruel and unusual punishment.”

Pollux shoots a perturbed look over his shoulder, and Alexios pouts. Running his fingers through his hair, Pollux turns his attention back to me and murmurs, “I want to respect you if you don’t want to share the truth right now. It’s not miscommunicating to allow you the right to share your thoughts and feelings when you’re ready. Just know that we speak openly in this household. There’s nothing you’re not allowed to discuss—either in front of both Xios and Meda or just between the two of us. I want everyone I care for to be comfortable. It’s important to me that…that my family feels safe.”

I am so confused right now.

This has to be a new form of gaslighting not yet covered in my child protection courses. The videos they show us every couple of years never do seem updated. In fact, the last one still had flip phones and treated the internet like a strange alien monster coming to cyberbully children all on its own.

Pollux could be pretending to be sincere in order to get information out of me. Well, bucko, joke’s on you because I am fully capable of being vague. Shifting Chai’s carrier to the other hand, I say, “Earlier, I was a little worried that Meda was upset, but she seems to be doing better now. Even if I don’t fully understand the situation, as long as she’s happy, I’m happy.” And I won’t even picture roasting you on a spit. Slowly. For hours.

Pollux nods once. “I know we’re a lot for you to take in, and my panic cut things short the last time we saw each other. I would like to talk to you in private, later. If…if you wouldn’t mind.”

I open my mouth to respond about how I would just love to talk to him in private later, with absolutely zero witnesses, but Chai’s raging meow whines into the air before I can express my sincerest self.

My little kitty grips the mesh wall of his carrier as he screams.

Pollux doesn’t waste a moment. “Meda, get some of the kitten food from the other room, please.”

“’Kayyy.”

While Andromeda pounces off down the hall opposite the kitchen entrance, Pollux carts the steaming pans to the table and sets them on hot pads.

Alexios’s face twists as he sits straighter in his chair. “I am against this.”

“You will make more of an effort. I don’t care if it gets in your mouth, but you will examine the possibilities.”

“I do appreciate your interest in my well-being, Pollux. Being cared for, however, is an occasional burden.”

I want so badly to ask what’s going on, alongside why does your butler have dinner with you…but I have no idea how to phrase those questions with societally appropriate words. Alexios hasn’t seemed much like a butler this evening. As far as I can tell, Pollux has been parenting both him and Andromeda.

Even though, yet again, there is zero family resemblance among them.

And the dude’s totally dressed in white gloves and a tailcoat.

As though sensing my discomfort, Pollux elaborates while getting a glass bottle of juice out of the fridge. “Alexios is sensitive to textures and finds most foods offensive. He used to do better about it, but it has developed into an anxiety associated with eating in general. We are consistently attempting to broaden his safe list.”

“Oh.”

Alexios sighs. “Humans have somewhat recently decided my condition is called Avoidant/Restrictive Food Intake Disorder. If that means anything to you. I personally just call it why the—” He swears. “—am I expected to put anything in my mouth then make it mushy?”

I blink. “Well. That is a fair question.”

“I’m glad you understand my resentment of the rules this meat prison imposes upon me.”

Andromeda reappears with a little tube of kitten food, which causes Chai to come, somehow, more violently alive. He rattles the mesh like an inmate and screams at the top of his tiny lungs.

“May I feed him?” she asks, reaching for his carrier.

I pass it off to her. “Sure, sweetie.”

“Be careful of its claws, dear one,” Pollux grunts as she fumbles to unzip the top door. “Sit with him so he doesn’t launch himself out of your hands.”

While Andromeda sits on the floor, Pollux pulls out my chair for me. I hesitate before scooting into the spot at the table across from Alexios and taking in the spread. Stir-fried vegetables with tofu. Some manner of seasoned rice. Steamed green beans. Extra sauce. Potato rolls.

Why can this man cook all of this yet not send Andromeda to school with a lunch?

Something is not adding up.

He didn’t even know I was coming, so this all couldn’t have been planned, either.

Pollux pulls apart a potato roll while Alexios seeks out the tiniest portions of each dish. I follow their lead and hold my resentment in check as I fill my plate.

Alexios lets rice fall off his tongue after taking half a bite of the stuff. “No.”

Andromeda giggles. “You’ve tried rice before. Why did you try it again?”

He scrubs his mouth with a napkin. “It smelled different this time. As A would say, bamboozled again…”

“Meda,” Pollux warns.

She tucks herself into a small ball around Chai. “I wasn’t trying to make fun of Yama-nii-nii.”

“I understand, but you understand one of the most basic means of continuing existence is hard for Xios. Think before you comment on it. We should not laugh at someone’s efforts, even when they don’t make sense or look difficult to us.”

Andromeda makes a tiny confirming sound.

I tear off a piece of soft bread and try to wrap my head around what’s going on.

Pollux seems so composed right now. Am I in the same room where he shook Andromeda just weeks ago? Maybe he was drunk before but he’s not drunk right now? He was acting really weird when he was drunk at the party yesterday, but not exactly angry weird. To be fair, if I didn’t have Chai, I’d mark the entire event off as a fever dream because, last I checked, giant coats don’t just disappear and leave the memory of a scent behind.

“Butter?” Alexios asks me as he passes a little glass tub my way. “It’s fresh.”

“Pila churned it yesterday,” Pollux offers.

Churned it? As in the bread is fresh-baked and the butter is home-churned in this household? Crazy.

“Oh, yes. Than—”

“No.”

I bite my tongue as Pollux’s growl rumbles like an earthquake in my skull.

Alexios sucks his teeth as he relinquishes the butter.

Pulling his attention off me, Pollux glowers at Alexios. “First of all—”

“You’d murder me. I know. But, counterpoint, you have no idea whether or not I’d enjoy that.”

Pollux sighs so deeply the shining light fixture above the table seems to rattle. “Do not make me put you on Alana’s drugs.”

“Oh yes, because antidepressing the one made of depression is an excellent idea, isn’t it?” Alexios drags a finger down the butter knife beside his plate, and the metal glints in the overhead light. “Do you really blame me, Pollux? I am nothing if not an opportunity junkie.”

“Could you at least focus your efforts on anyone else?” Pollux grumbles. “Brittny’s soul is unprotected.”

Alexios scoffs. “Please. A would find an unenjoyable way to torture me if I dared mess with her baby sister.”

“Why do you think I suggested it?”

I am so very lost amid the thrashing tides of this conversation, so I nibble my buttered bread. Like a little child who is watching an incredibly confusing drama. I’m resonating with what Pollux said yesterday about his script failing him.

Forget scripts.

I must be on the wrong set.

Not thanking people is a household rule, I guess. Maybe as a means to appease Andromeda? Indulging her isn’t exactly how I’d parent and prepare her for the real world, but I’m not her parent, and if they really are going out of their way to appease her faerie rules, that’s sweet. In a way. Isn’t it?

Also.

The drugs.

They’re antidepressants? Not aphrodisiacs?

Is Pollux a pharmacist?

I don’t think that even pharmacists have home labs? But, then, what do I know? I only teach elementary school. I had to remove a decapitated gummy bear from my curls in an hour-long surgical procedure last week.

Pollux still shook Andromeda mere feet away from where I’m sitting.

Pollux and Andromeda still work from roughly ten in the evening to three in the morning.

There’s still a mysterious relationship between a child and a grown woman’s husband that results in guilt.

I am surely not this easily moved by good food.

But, also, oh my word, it is phenomenal. I’m a touch peeved Andromeda doesn’t bring her father’s cooking to school to trade with me. I’ve never had such amazing tofu before in my life.

“Meda, if you’re done feeding the kitten, would you mind feeding yourself?” Pollux mumbles around a green bean as the staring contest between him and Alexios wanes.

Andromeda looks up from where she’s splayed on the floor with Chai on her stomach. Her lip juts. “But—”

Pollux redirects his stare at her.

And that’s all it takes for her to get up and deposit Chai into her father’s massive hand. He rubs the little brown spot on its forehead with his thumb while it wiggles then holds it against his chest as he gets another mouthful of stir-fry.

“What was work today, Yama-nii-nii?” Andromeda asks as she gets to the last empty seat and piles a mountain of rice on her plate. Then, seeming to forget the question she just asked, she bounces. “Ooh, Daddy, can I use chopsticks like Lana?”

He nods once, and she trots off to get a pair out of a drawer below the carrot guillotine. Around another mouthful, Pollux clarifies for my sake, “Alana only eats with chopsticks. Even if she’s eating pancakes.”

“Which is utterly ridiculous,” Alexios notes. He’s begun glaring at a green bean. “Our darling princess is so strange.”

“It’s genetic.” Andromeda giggles and sticks her tongue out at Alexios.

Pollux sighs, so she stiffens and carefully positions the adult chopsticks in her tiny hand.

“Forgive her,” he murmurs to me. “I think she’s being a little terror because she considers you company. Her brain is still developing in some areas.”

With all the innocence in the world, Andromeda just barely manages to get a few grains of rice in her mouth.

Alexios stabs the green bean, then his eye twitches as juice leaks out of it. He looks at Pollux.

“I believe in you.”

Alexios narrows his eyes. “Your faith is not only astounding, it also makes me uncomfortable.”

Pollux’s teeth flash in a single-second grin.

Alexios shudders, but he gets the bean to his mouth. He crunches it, audibly. It winds up back on his plate as a look of stricken horror overtakes his expression.

Clinically, Pollux says, “I’ll update your spreadsheet,” around a mouthful of tofu.

Tongue still hanging out of his mouth, Alexios nods.

It looks like he might cry, and I’m honestly a little worried for him.

Sighing yet again, Pollux stands, fetches a bag of cashews, and hands it to Alexios, who curls up on his seat, resting his shoulder against the back, and crunches the nuts while looking absolutely traumatized.

This is the oddest family dinner I’ve ever witnessed. Having been the sole teacher of a very small school for almost a decade now, I am more than used to parents inviting me out to dinner on occasion. I’ve seen the shouters who don’t think they’re shouting. The borderline narcissists who don’t care how their child acts so long as it doesn’t reflect poorly on them. I’ve seen the nuclear units that could star in commercials. The fathers that work too much. The mothers that resent being treated like they don’t work at all. The abusers who are so charming it’s like they think I’ll forget the bruises I’ve seen…

There are all sorts.

Good, bad, ugly, decent.

Broken homes with only grandparents to raise their grandkids.

Single mothers who have no time to help with homework.

I have never, once, sat at a family dinner table with so many worries eating away at the back of my head…and felt this inexplicable peace.

Like…like I belong right here.

It doesn’t make any sense.

All my life, I’ve needed to make sense of things. Even toys. I couldn’t just play with them. I’d sort them by shape or color. Give them all names, whether they had faces or not. Blocks had personalities and genders and ages and roles. The inanimate became creatures, and I painted cities around them. Forests. Skies. Rolling hills and endless landscapes.

My fork and spoon always had to be on the same side of my dish.

Because they were in love.

And the knife was jealous.

He believed he belonged with the spoon.

But he didn’t.

Because I said so.

And…I’d forgotten…I’d forgotten so many of those sorts of things.

Once, my life was a collection of dreams and stories. Paintings made out of thoughts.

All up until the point when I grew up. Learned to stop. Learned to focus on my studies. Learned what things the world valued, and what things were useless.

Here, in this kitchen with a carrot guillotine on the counter behind me, something is different.

“Kassandra.”

I lift my face, finding Pollux, as the horrible sensation of a tear slips down my cheek.

“I…”

He stands, looming, and cuts his thumb beneath my eye. “Dearest, what’s wrong?”

Regaining my senses, I push my seat back, reach for Chai in Pollux’s other hand, and pull the kitten against my chest. “I’m sorry. I don’t… I’m fine. I think I need to go.” My mouth feels too dry. Like it’s full of sand. “Th…e food was amazing. I’ll see you tomorrow, Meda. Sorry.”

Sorry. I’m so sorry.

I run.

But even as I make it all the way back to the school and my parked car…I don’t know what I’m running from.


Chapter 7

~~~~~~~~~~~~

adds corn starch to the plot

“Let me see if I understand…” Alexios began, seated upon Pollux’s experimentation table in his lab. The hard metal slab—complete with numerous restraints—worked as a centerpiece in the single, large basement room. Shelves upon shelves of unmentionables crowded every wall, except in the corner where Pollux’s computer sat, which boasted only elevated shelves crowded with books.

“I’d rather you not,” Pollux grumbled as he carefully deposited the specks of gold dust—Kassandra’s tear—onto a slide.

Alexios fit his hand against his chest. “Alexios can’t have her soul, but Pollux can experiment on her tears?”

“I’m not experimenting. I’m examining. There’s a difference.”

“The difference is I’m feeling like the victim of a hate crime.”

“This is not even remotely within the realm of what a hate crime is, and I dislike that your Alana-inspired internet humor is making light of a subject I have seen intimately on numerous occasions. Why are you even down here?” Pollux glared over his shoulder at the man.

Alexios brightened while toying with his single, long, dark braid. “To bully you, of course. What is your sweet soulmate? Something made of hopes and dreams and love? The fact her presence cancels the effects yours has on more innocent beings is very amusing.”

Pollux rolled his eyes. “I’d rather not say.”

“I promise not to tell Cael or Alana or anyone else in this domain without your express permission.”

Pollux cast a look at the yamachichi—a devourer of emotion, energy, life. At their core, the yamachichi were thieves. The only thing setting Alexios apart from others of his kind was the fact he chose to steal negativity, sparing people from despair.

His constitution could handle the weight where humans might crumble beneath it.

His constitution could handle a lot.

Pollux was uncertain if he wanted it to handle his secrets.

“Do you not trust me?” Alexios asked.

“You are an imp who is going through his invincible stage. No, I don’t trust you.”

Alexios’s smile chilled as he tossed his braid back over his shoulder. “Well, I do appreciate your directness. Will you at least tell me whether or not you plan to visit her tonight? You know, now that you’ve recovered from the breakdown you had yesterday?”

Pollux’s stomach tightened at the very idea of visiting Kassandra if she dreamed tonight. Truthfully, every cell in him wanted to make sure she was okay after this afternoon. He had completed the human marriage ritual. She’d accepted the kitten—even though he could not presently fathom why. He’d stocked up on kitten food. He’d built a tiny kitten palace in the back room. He’d anticipated making his intentions immaculately clear, then taking care of the symbol of his affections until Kassandra was ready to accept them and marry him.

He’d not even gotten a chance to verbalize that she was his soulmate before his brain turned to soup in his skull. Not only that, earlier this evening, she’d run off before he’d had a chance to talk to her alone and try again. He was not faring optimally. Even though both he and Andromeda were maintaining human forms in her presence, he had been so startled by her acceptance of his marriage kitten, he’d nearly shifted back into the appearance he’d come to be comfortable in around his friends.

Did she already know everything about him?

Despite her partial humanity, she was crying sand.

Perhaps she could feel the tinge of her fae heritage. Perhaps she knew, instinctively, everything his tongue tied around when she undid him at the seams. It wouldn’t surprise Pollux if a sandman remained uncontained even within a mortal vessel.

If she could knowingly access her powers in spite of her human flesh…or, worse, if she was unknowingly using them…

Pollux didn’t want to think about how Cael might respond for the sake of everyone’s safety if she were unaware and unable to control her magic.

“Pollux?” Alexios prompted.

“I don’t want to talk about this, Meda.” Pollux clenched his jaw, closed his eyes, and said, “Xios. I meant Xios.”

Alexios hummed and ignored the slip. “I’d like to know why you’re babying your mate. Hiding your real self from her, even. It’s not that bad. What’s wrong with red eyes and sharp teeth?”

Pollux sighed, heavily. “You have never seen my real self, Xios. It is more than red eyes and sharp teeth.”

“Well, well. The plot thickens. How terrible is it? Are we talking Kyo from Fruits Basket level?”

“I don’t know how to interpret what you just said…”

Alexios chuckled. “Right. Pardon the anime residue. I swear. My genetics are the most condemning amalgamation… Plainly, how terrifying are you as your real self?”

“Please respect my wish to not talk about this, Xios.”

“I steal emotions, Pollux. Ignoring boundaries is in my very DNA.”

Pollux fit the slide beneath his most powerful microscope and hoped not too many of his own cells had contaminated the sample. He wished he’d had a sanitized pipette. Or…now that he was thinking about it…maybe that would not have been better.

While scientifically ideal, emotionally it likely would have been troubling for Kassandra.

Was she doing well?

Should he see her tonight?

Did he dare cross that threshold now that they were married in accordance with her culture?

If he saw her in the privacy of her dreams, he may be entirely unable to keep himself in check, and he would prefer they be married in accordance with both their cultures before he dared do any of the things his mind often wandered toward where she was concerned.

Also, what if the form his body took in the dream plane—his natural self—didn’t appeal to someone raised human?

Humans fought entire wars over their differences.

Hatred came so easily to so many—human and fae alike—but in some ways, it seemed as though the humans had perfected it, practicing ways to justify it.

Kassandra already despised him for reasons she didn’t seem open to admit.

What if her justifications bore validity?

What if Andromeda had mentioned what they were and what they did, and she despised him for it? Maybe that was why she’d been so aggressive when they first met and she asked about his job. What if she’d wanted him to confess to his own crimes then, and she was holding the fact he hadn’t against him now? What if seeing him in his full dream eater disgrace solidified her distaste? She had accepted his marriage kitten, but perhaps he was missing a human nuance. What if accepting a marriage kitten in the middle of a proposal actually meant the exact opposite of yes?

She had seemed frantic to get the kitten out of his hands before he could fully stumble his way through the words he’d practiced.

“Pollux.”

Pollux closed his eyes. In the agony of his own thoughts, he’d forgotten the yamachichi was still tormenting him.

“Where’s my lecture?” Alexios asked.

“What?” Pollux grumbled.

“My lecture. I just said ignoring boundaries was in my DNA. That is something deeply concerning. A red flag, if you will. Where’s my lecture about how we don’t obey our nature if it causes harm to those we care about?”

“Sounds like you’ve already heard the lecture.”

“I’m worried about you.”

That caused Pollux to still. And turn. And find Alexios’s stormy gray eyes.

“You deal in fear, Pollux. I steal whatever I want. Don’t think for a moment I can’t feel your unease. It’s practically taunting me to take it, but I seem to remember other lectures about stealing things from people we consider friends without their consent.” He planted his gloved palms on the metal table behind him and leaned back. “I’m asking questions as a courtesy. I already know you’re not well. Can I help, or do you want to pretend that you’re still all alone in the world?”

“I appreciate your sentiments, Xios. However, you’ll excuse me for understanding too well the duplicity especially an unseelie fae can hold. Caring for me in simple terms does not override mischief. I learned that lesson a long time ago. The only people I trust is fear of my fear…and Kassandra. If she would give me that honor. Only they have the right to be my undoing if my trust is sorely misplaced.”

Alexios slipped off the table and adjusted his coat and cuffs. “Point taken.” He exhaled a humorless breath. “Don’t mind me. I’m just the adopted one in this unusual family unit. It’s a unique cruelty to know you’re not the favorite of your favorites, but I understand.”

“I will tell you the same thing I have told others, Xios.” Pollux grabbed his arm, firm, stopping him in place before he could walk out. “Trust is earned. Love is not. I would die to keep you safe. Do not for a moment take my caution to mean you are not precious to me. I have made mistakes before in not making these feelings as clear. Where I can, I do not intend to make them again.”

Alexios swallowed, locked his jaw, and nodded. “Go see her. Distance helps anger, but you should know it feeds fear.”

“I will take your counsel into consideration.” Pollux released him.

And he left.


Chapter 8

~~~~~~~~~~~~

I’ll definitely be unpacking this in therapy ten years from now.

I can’t remember the last time I dreamed…

At one point, when I was very young, I just stopped.

I don’t even really remember why…

I think, one day, I just asked myself not to dream anymore. It was too painful to wake up and find the world I had made lost in vivid memories I couldn’t latch onto.

Walking into this dream is a lot like finding home after being gone for much too long.

Flowers spring up behind my footsteps as brushes stroke color into the sky.

I’m atop a rolling hill, looking on into the forever. Crystal lakes scatter across the rainbow valley. Sun dances across every glass surface. Rabbits play among bluebells. Fish leap from pond to pond as though they have wings. I know I’m dreaming. I already know I will regret waking up.

But, still, it’s like I’ve been under water for years and I’m breathing again for the first time.

The sun is warm on my face, nightgown, and night cap.

The air is…sweet.

Coated in aromas of chai.

And…coconut?

A muttered curse whispers behind me as the sounds of nature take on a slightly eerie edge.

Turning, I find a monster peering at his claws.

Black streaks up his sharp fingertips, as though it feeds into his veins. He’s towering. At least two feet taller, if not three. The black whites of his eyes pillow his red irises and pour into the corners, cutting across his cheeks in inky streaks similar to the veins that run up his arms.

My lips part, because even though I haven’t dreamed since I was a child, I know I have never had a nightmare before.

Never once.

And yet…

This creature, this almost man, marks the point that slices my dream in half. Where he starts, the world I’ve made behind him turns to ashes and horror. The sky is jet cut through with lightning clouds above his head. The grass rots. The playing rabbits fight and bite and foam at mouths too small to hold all their new needly teeth.

The creature glances at me. Then looks behind him. And swears again.

My brows crash low as this time the swear registers in a familiar tone of voice. “No,” I whisper.

You’ve got to be kidding me.

“Pollux?” I grimace and tap my knuckles together in a steady beat. “What did my brain do to you?” I trail toward him. As I circle him, flowers burst in the wake of my steps to regain what he’s stolen. Lifting his hand, I examine the very tasteful talons my insipid subconscious clearly decided he was missing. “At least it suits you.”

His eyes widen, ever so slightly. “You…think so?”

“Sure. Now you look like the monster I clearly believe you to be.”

He takes a step back, crushing one of my flowers into dust.

I disregard him. “It’s been so long since I’ve dreamed.” I lower myself into the grass, feel the warm blades against my hands as petals sprout and overtake my nightgown. “I remember this feeling. Of safety and control.” I whip my attention back toward Pollux. “I could stab you, you know? Just like I’ve wanted to.” I splay in the grass, tap my fingers against the ground. “But I’ll be nice, as long as you are. After all, dreams exist to help us make sense of our confusing realities. I’m obviously stressed and need to process something concerning you.” I curl my hands into fists. “Or…maybe I just need to vent all this frustration.”

My brain obliges my thoughts and wraps Pollux up in a giant Whac-A-Mole, complete with sentient floating hammer. Pollux’s red and black eyes go massive as he ducks out of the way before the rubber mallet crashes into his head. He swears, and something in my chest pinches as he pulls the machine apart to escape. The pieces of my bright arcade game shrivel, turn abandoned-carnival shades with peeling paint, then wither from his hands.

I pout.

“You…” He stares at me, fumbling for words. “Why?”

“Why what?”

He throws a hand behind him, at the rest of the busted mess he made.

“I’m sure I have no idea what you mean.” I direct the still-floating mallet his way.

He lifts his hand above his head, grips the mallet when it comes crashing down, and lets it rot from his fingers into a black goop all around him. He growls, “I cannot fathom why you’re attacking me. I came to make sure you were well, Kassandra. If you want a fight, I’m content to oblige, but not until we have spoken.”

My heart responds to that. For some reason.

He continues, “You worried me this afternoon, and we never got a chance to talk privately about what was troubling you, if you were ready to.” Pollux takes a deep, calming breath and lowers himself to the dirt near me. Lifting a hand, he carefully uses a claw tip to trace the line of my cheek. “I’ll leave if you don’t want me here. I know this form might be uncomfortable to look at. I’m sorry that, here, I can only make it worse. This is just all part of what it means to be…what I am.”

I look up at him and remember how Andromeda says they’re both unseelie and their magic is scary. Clearly, my brain is defining the scary well. I wonder what it will come up with to call all of this. “Meda has never mentioned what sort of faerie you both are. She’s told me about dryads and moth royals and vampire cats and werewolves—”

“Canines,” he corrects. “Werecanines. Werewolves aren’t real.”

“Right.” I do believe Andromeda told me that exact same thing once.

Pollux opens his mouth wide enough for me to see his sharp teeth as he releases a sigh. “She’s not told you what we are? At all?”

“She likes to leave it at scary. She’s very careful about discussing anything too personal.” For reasons I can only shudder to assume.

Pollux shakes his head, hesitating as he spreads his claw-tipped fingers and looks at them. “Scary…huh? We are fear. We were once boogeymen. Now we are dream eaters. We craft nightmares and feed on terror.”

“Spooky scary skeletons,” I sing.

Pollux exhales a laugh. “I suppose.”

“You don’t seem very scary to me.”

His thumb traces my cheek again. “Have you ever been afraid, dearest? Is it an emotion you even know? Or…do you always go straight to worry and anger?”

My eyes roll, and I fall onto my back. Inexplicably, my knuckles meet atop my stomach and run up and down one another. Over and over. “I’m a redhead. What do you think?”

He murmurs a curse. “I think you are the most beautiful thing I have ever laid eyes on. I think your mind is the most ethereal place I have ever been.” He lets his gaze drift out across the distance while I watch him. “I think…you have enchanted my mind and my soul. My body seeks to do your will, if only I might discover what it is.”

Well, holy heck…

He seems different here.

And not just because he looks different.

For some reason, my head seems to have made him softer. Safer. One hundred percent Pollux parenting two kids in an apron.

With fangs and claws, but peace and calm to match. Also, rizz. For some reason I have given him what I can only describe using the slang my kids bring into my presence against my will. That last line he whispered while looking dreamily out across the world my brain has made felt so scandalous I can hardly contain myself.

My hand lifts before I realize, and his attention falls squarely when my touch glides across his cheek, over a dark line in his skin. My touch finds its way to his ears. They’re pointed, spearing alongside his hair like pale knives.

His touch drops around my throat. His thumb skims my pulse, adding just enough pressure to the tempo of my heart. I feel it beat against the pad.

A swear rumbles from his lips.

His face lowers, and I swallow.

Somewhere, deep in the back of my skull, I do not know what I’m doing.

I’m not a wild person. I’m not attracted to oddities, evil, or danger.

I’ve been too angry in the waking world to bother finding him handsome beyond a vague mention of how his conventional attractiveness may be something he uses to manipulate others. In this moment, I have never been more attracted to anyone. It’s like the reality of the situation has been stripped away.

He’s not a monster now that he looks like one.

He’s just…beautiful. And I want him in ways I shouldn’t.

This will haunt me when I wake up.

Perhaps I’ll never recover from the guilt.

His nose skims mine.

His fingers flex around my neck as my eyes fall closed.

In the darkness, I expect I’ll wake up to Chai sitting on my throat again, but I don’t. I continue to feel him, his lips, his breath. His scent in my lungs.

“Dearest…” he whispers against me, and maybe that’s what prompted this whole mess in the first place. That little insane thing he called me this afternoon got stuck in my head and rewrote some deprived part of my brain. Dearest. No one has ever called me anything half so enchanting.

The few boyfriends I’ve had stopped marvelously at babe.

This is absolutely a product of the dumpster mind of a young woman who has not been on a date in years. I’m already disappointed in myself. Bad people shouldn’t be pretty enough that I still think they’re pretty when they look like dark faeries.

I laugh.

“What’s so funny?” His words tickle my cheek as he dots his kisses along the curve of my bones.

“Meda’s faerie stories really seem to have gotten stuck in my head.”

He pulls away slightly. “You…think they’re stories?”

I open my eyes. “Don’t tell me you’re the sliver of me that thinks they might not be? I told Pollux directly I was worried she’s living in a dark fantasy because she only ever talks in storybook terms. I don’t know what she’s covering up with fairy tales.” My smile falls. “I don’t know what you’re making her do that is so terrible she needs to rewrite her entire life into fantasy in order to cope with it.”

Horror crashes across his expression so violently I’m impressed.

He moves his hand off me, tucks his claws against his palm. “Oh.” Thunder crashes above as storm clouds fill my blue sky. A hollow swear exits his lips.

“Mm, yep. That’s what you’d look like if I believed you capable of remorse. My brain’s being real funny tonight.” I sigh. “Maybe I’ve inhaled too much cat litter.”

“Kassandra, our first conversation passed in a blur of broken pieces and anxiety. I didn’t realize until this exact moment that you didn’t believe Meda. When you asked about my job, I panicked. I didn’t want to tell you that I scare people for a living, do what my best friend asks of me, and—for some—” He curses as he plunges his claws through his hair. “—reason—manage talk therapy sessions.” He takes a breath, levels out his emotions, and looks at me, pleading. “I am a faerie. You are my soulmate. Andromeda is precious to me, and I would never do anything to hurt her.”

An even more deranged laugh explodes out of me as I sit up, lift my hand, and throw the darkness out of my sky. A rainbow replaces it, and the eerie soundtrack that was building returns to appropriate peace. Now we’re introducing a soulmate concept to this debacle? Wow. Alrighty then. Let’s just ignore that. “I know I want to believe you wouldn’t ever hurt her, Pollux. But this is real life. Not this, specifically, of course. This is a lovely little dream where I can make bad choices and only have to worry about questioning my sanity come morning.” Leaning closer, I find his clenched hand and unravel his fingers. Dark blood streaks from where his claws pierced flesh, and the drops sizzle when they pollute my grass. “You’re a very pretty nightmare, dreamboy.” I kiss his cheek. “But I think I need to grow up again.”

With that, my mind clicks off like a light bulb, and I wake with Chai sleeping on my stomach.


Chapter 9

~~~~~~~~~~~~

I do not dream of bad fathers; I stress crochet.

Library, library, library, library, library.

Decidedly, the library. The library—OBVIOUSLY—is where I get more answers.

I can’t believe it didn’t connect yesterday when Andromeda alluded to the fact that Willow volunteers at the library and reads to kids. Well, okay, I can believe it. Because what she told me surrounding that information implied more horrors that consumed all my thoughts, and then I had dinner with her family, and then I ran away from that dinner crying, and then I dreamed about her father playing the lead in a spicy Y/N monster romance.

Today, I need to survive.

And then…then I need to go to the library. Because today at the library is the children reading hour. And Willow might be there. And I may get to talk to her about everything.

“Hey…Kass?” Zahra’s voice reminds me I need to breathe, so I toss a look up off my hook and yarn. “You okay, fam?”

My eye twitches, and I glance over the empty classroom. It’s lunch break. I can hear the sounds of non-dying children chattering in the dining room next door. I take a breath, let it out. “I am stress crocheting.”

Zahra presses her lips together. “Mmmhm…I can see that, Kass. Whatcha makin’?”

I lift the little pot. I need to stuff it. And crochet the succulents for it. And put a little “I’m totally okay and don’t dream about horrible fathers” smile on the pot. With tiny blushies. Because tiny blushing succulent pots are important for my mental health.

“Very cute,” Zahra offers.

“Not yet,” I counter.

Planting her hands on my desk, her purple-rimmed green eyes peer through my very soul.

I swallow, as though she can see what I was doing last night. She knows I can still feel a hand around my throat, and I was totally into it. She knows the heat of monster-Pollux’s skin is lingering like a summer cold. For having had a dream eater visit me, I’ve been left inundated with dreams ever since I woke up. I’ve shoved them into the corners of my mind and crushed them under the floorboards in my skull, but they keep growing from the cracks like a black mold.

I can’t stop myself from replaying the gentleness, the looks in his deeply disconcerting eyes. I can’t stop tracing every black line on his pale skin. If he shows up again, my brain has already practiced several hundred ways I want to touch him.

Which is terrible.

Because in much less fantasy shades, I will see Pollux Strakh again.

And instead of wanting to stab him for whatever he’s done, the slideshow in the back of my brain will be running a different PowerPoint.

“Your face has gone redder than your hair,” Zahra, kindly, informs me.

I slap a hand to my cheek, and narrowly miss stabbing myself in the eye with my hook.

Zahra’s eyes spark. “Ooh. Didja meet someone last night?”

“No!”

“Totally met someone last night. Tell me who.”

“I did not. I was in my room by nightfall. I started cutting a pattern for oven mitts. I made the oven mitts. I brought the oven mitts.” I suck in a breath. “I nearly forgot about the oven mitts.”

“What’s the deal with oven mitts?”

I pull them out of the bottom drawer of my desk. They are small. With bees on them. Because the lining for one of my many bee dresses was the fabric I had available. “They’re for Meda. To use at home.”

“Those are criminally adorable.”

“Thank y—”

“Ah, ah.” Zahra waves a finger in my face. “Just so you know, I’ve decided that I identify as not only a problem, but also a faerie, and if you thank me, I will take your soul away to my little faerie house and put it in a cute little bed and care for it forever.”

My entire world has gone mad.

Zahra leans back against my desk and peers at her nails. “Also, I’ve been teaching the kids to say my gratitude and I have appreciation for your actions instead of ‘thank you.’ Complete with tiny bows. Because, duh.”

Yep. My whole entire world has gone mad. Squeezing my eyes shut for a moment, I give my head a slight shake. “I don’t know if their parents will appreciate that?”

“Tough. I care about these kids, and in case you haven’t been paying attention, there’s a bad unseelie on the loose near here. He’s not getting my beans’ souls. Period. They’re still being polite, so their parents can suck it.”

I think I need something with more kick than stress crocheting.

Like stress knitting.

Stress needlepoint.

Stress macrame.

As far as evil faeries go, I met one last night.

And I wanted to kiss him.

So.

There’s that.

I don’t recognize when my head has hit my desk until Zahra’s murmuring, “Ow…are you all right?”

“Physically or mentally?” I mumble against my lesson plan book.

“Yes.”

“No.”

She sniffs. “Huh. That’s less than ideal, then.”

“Mrs. Role?” Andromeda calls, so I plant my prettiest I don’t have scandalous dreams about your father smile in place and look up.

“Yes, sweetie? Is everyone behaving over there unsupervised?”

“I don’t know. I was outside since I can’t be around the other kids with you all the way over here.” Andromeda lifts a large bundle that looks like a box wrapped in cloth. “Yama-nii-nii just dropped this off and said Daddy wanted me to let you know I got it.”

“What is it?”

She sets the stack down, undoes the tie, and presents a multi-tier, Japanese-style lunch box. Pulling the wooden lid off, she displays rice and nori seaweed sheets cut and shaped to look like pandas, tiny veggie hot dogs cut into squids, fruit in heart and star shapes, egg rolls, tiny cubes of cheese with dice dots, smiley fries, pizza bites. She grimaces. “Lunch, he said.”

It is the most beautiful lunch I have ever seen.

I’m sorry.

What?

Why is this starting now? All of a sudden?

Why did he specifically want me to know she had it, today of all days?

“It’s an awful lot,” Andromeda murmurs. “I’m normally still full from breakfast, and then we have lunch right when I get home. I’ll make a snack in the evening. And then Daddy and I go hu…to work. So that’s more food.”

I stare as she uncovers another section with an assortment of friendly-looking baked goods.

Zahra grabs a chocolate chip cookie. “Yoink.”

“Zahra,” I snap.

She pops it in her mouth. “What? Stealing food from single children is good for them. It teaches them defenses that can only be attained with siblings.”

Andromeda brightens and pushes the boxes toward me. “Maybe Daddy really made this for you.”

Dearest.

My heart hits my ribs as I force my smile to stay right in place and my hands not to tap against each other. I’ve been hyped up on energy ever since my dream, hence the chaotic crocheting. “Meda, why would your father make a lunch for me?”

“He’s shy.” She giggles as her attention falls on the little oven mitts I forgot I took out just minutes ago, then she gasps. “Bees!”

“Kass made those for you,” Zahra says around another stolen cookie.

I swat her hand. “Stop eating her lunch.”

“It’s a lot of lunch for such a tiny creature. It’s my duty to make sure it isn’t poisoned.”

I scowl, then I realize Andromeda’s huge blue eyes are pinned on me. “They’re for me?” she asks, so softly, like she can’t believe it. Like she can’t believe anyone would ever get, or make, her anything.

My heart squeezes. “Oh, sweetie. If it’s okay, yes, I made them for you. Do they fit?”

She drops her gaze, picks one up, and puts it on. Putting the other on, she holds her hands up and stares. “My very own real ones?”

“Well, you are going to be eight in a few months, so it seems an appropriate enough early birthday present.”

She looks past the mitts. “Birthdays have presents?”

If her father appears in any more of my dreams, I will somehow manage to stab him. I swear.

“Cake, too.” Zahra steals a perfectly cubed brownie. “Do faeries not have birthdays?”

“Faeries tend to not have obligatory sorts of celebrations. The elves do throw a night party in the woods each month, but Daddy says it’s a not-for-children party. And Zy likes to go. So I’m not allowed. It’s every third Tuesday, if you’re interested.” She claps her mitts together, seeming dazed. “Even normal humans can hear the essence of the music and smell the faerie wine if they believe hard enough.”

Zy.

The library.

“Do I need to be able to see the faerie wine in order to drink the faerie wine?” Zahra asks.

“The party is thick with natural glamour, so you wouldn’t really be able to perceive anything too well. All the food and things are brought from Faerie, so they won’t be perceptible to humans until the essence of magic wears thin. Daddy has faerie wine, though. If you want to try it, I’ll ask him. It reacts funny with humans, but it’s very sweet.”

Of course her father has “faerie wine,” and of course she’s tried it. Leaving a little kid in a big house full of unlocked liquor cabinets is a recipe for disaster.

Andromeda tells Zahra about different kinds of faerie wines while my teaching assistant picks apart the child’s lunch, so I take the time to remind myself about my attainable goals.

I just have to survive today.

And, if possible, stop thinking about last night.


Chapter 10

~~~~~~~~~~~~

Nothing makes sense, but movie night ever looms.

“So the moth faerie princess learned she actually was living her best life, thriving, and only occasionally leaving her lane to give kidnapping advice to possibly evil, but maybe just misunderstood, faerie princes. She took her prescribed drugs when she was supposed to, and never ever stopped singing. In that way, she lived—really, truly lived—ever after, sometimes happily, sometimes sadly, but always fully. The end.”

I…might be crying.

Swallowing hard, I stare at Willow as she stands from the head of the circle of children utterly fixated on her story, closes a book that one thousand percent did not contain whatever it is she just shared, and fixes her attention dead on me.

My heart jumps as she glides from the throngs of kids and silently finds her way to where I’m waiting by a window.

Folding her arms, she looks up at me. “Yes?”

“Um. Hi. Willow Harding, right? I’m Kassandra Role, Andromeda’s teacher? We met once a few months ago when you enrolled her at Noble Faith?”

“Yes?” Her head tilts. “Is everything all right with Meda? She’s not biting people, is she?”

Why is that even a concern? Why is that the first thing the adult people in her life ask me?

“Um. No. It’s just…I wanted to ask a couple questions?”

A perfect brow arches above Willow’s fiercely dark eye makeup, then her black lips curve. “About the fae?”

Well, no. But now that it’s been brought up… “Your story did seem remarkably similar to the ones that Meda brings to school.”

Willow passes me and takes a seat at a table in the corner. Inexplicably, a black cat jumps from beneath the table onto her lap, then flops onto the wood in front of her. She scratches behind his ears as I take my seat.

“Does she get her stories from you?” I ask.

“I think we both just get them from the source content.”

“What does that mean?”

She stares at me for several, long, uncomfortable moments. “Weird. Pollux doesn’t seem like the type to be scared to tell you all the things. I wonder what his reasoning is.” She sniffs. “I smell miscommunication. What has that unfortunate man done that has you hunting me down instead of talking to him?”

I take a deep breath and find my resolve. “Mrs. Harding, I’m here to ask about Meda’s relationship with your husband.”

“She doesn’t have one. They’ve never met.” She looks down at the cat. “Right?”

The cat jumps up onto her neck and mews in her ear.

“Yep. They’ve never met. Zy stays as far as he can from Pollux and his brood most of the time.”

“Why’s that?”

Willow chuckles. “Because, Pollux is the kind of spoopy Zy isn’t allowed to hit. You know how cats can be. Natural-born killers. Either terrified or murdering. Pollux isn’t a bad scary, so poor Zy can only be afraid.”

My brows knit. “Mrs. H—”

“Call me Willow.”

“Willow. Meda told me that she has a complicated relationship with your husband and her father doesn’t want her talking about it. I don’t really understand the full situation, by any means, but when you came to look at the school with her, it seemed like you genuinely cared. Please. If you know anything that can help me help her… I…” I clench my fist against the table. “I haven’t been able to get any help from CPS. All I know is that she works late with her father, and—”

Willow, and her cat, are staring at me so horrified I bite my tongue. Willow blinks, shakes her head, and lifts her hand. She swears. “Wow. Okay. Zy?”

Her cat meows.

“Right. Okay. But, like—”

Her cat meows again.

“Okay, okay.” Folding her hands together, Willow presses her fingers to her lips. “Kass. Where to even begin…” She watches me, eyes calculating for long moments. Finally, she blurts, “Zy’s obsessed with me.”

Her cat nods.

For some reason.

And my brain immediately reminds me that Andromeda says Zylus is a vampire cat.

But I shove that unhelpful and insane thought far, far away.

Willow continues, “Like, you don’t even understand how little room there is in his brain for the kind of relationship you’re assuming. This man forgets to eat but never forgets to feed me. It has been three days since my last outing without him. In that time, I don’t think we’ve been outside the same room. We basically breathe each other’s air. Against my will.”

Her cat begins to purr and nuzzle her chin.

She ignores him in favor of leaning forward and splaying her hands. “He has issues.” She flicks her fingers toward herself. “Me-centered issues.” She snaps her fingers. “You know what? Just come to movie night. Bring Pollux and Meda. Let the crap storm hit the fan so they can clean it up and put your nerves at ease. Because, oh my word, no.” She looks down at her cat. “My word, I thought you were bad in the way you handled things. And then Ollie was a little bit of a nightmare, but—” She curses. “—I guess we can’t exactly rob Pollux of being the most disastrous nightmare of them all.”

Her cat lifts its head and whines.

She shushes it. “Movie night is every Thursday at eight if you’re good about time, seven if you aren’t. Water and popcorn are always available. Snacks just appear. I live in the woods past downtown. Follow the sound of the chickens, and you’ll get there. Pollux also probably knows the way. Even though he doesn’t love me enough to visit. For legal reasons, that is a joke. Don’t you dare add love triangle thoughts to this mess.” She stands, and the cat melts off her shoulder to sit behind her on the floor. “I will see you then. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go punch Pollux in the face. Bye.”

Her platform shoes pad past before I understand what in the world just happened.

ᴥ

Pollux stared at himself in the mirror. He’d been doing that a lot today, in between making Andromeda a lunch. After last night, he knew he had to reassess what happened during his first meeting with Kassandra in a little more detail, so he put together a few spells and viewed those moments in his own memory through a somewhat clearer mind.

She’d wanted Andromeda to have a lunch, so he’d made her a lunch and asked Alexios to drop it off earlier.

He would do nothing about what Andromeda chose to wear each day or keep her from drawing or tell her to stop sharing her life, but at least he could give her a lunch, then try to explain the reasons behind everything else in a way that a human who seemed to be rejecting what she had already been told might accept.

He could not undo the fact he’d mentioned autopsies in his first conversation with his soulmate. That would have to be something that remained forever unaddressed. Or perhaps he should address it just to clarify that he didn’t kill anything for research. He had humane sources.

Would a human find it creepy that he had sources at all, though?

That was indeed the question…

Closing his eyes to block out the sight of the form he rarely ever wore outside the dream plane, he pressed his palms against his face with his nails pulled back to keep from scratching himself. He was utterly out of his depth.

If Kassandra didn’t believe Andromeda’s “stories” when she adored Andromeda, how was he supposed to tell her in a way that she’d believe him? Did he take her aside and change his form to this monstrosity? Or was she clinging to her humanity for other reasons?

She had seemed more real in her dreams than she allowed herself to act in real life.

He could not ignore the fact that sandmen were terrifyingly powerful creatures.

If Kassandra was subconsciously suppressing her faerie blood, it may be unwise for him to shatter the picture of her normal world. Also, if her hatred was linked to him in more substantial ways than he presently could decipher— Well, plainly, unlocking the kind of power she held might lead to his untimely demise.

And.

And, of course, the plausibility of that threat was not supposed to make his heart beat faster. It was not intended to make him want her more desperately. Unfortunately…however…it really did. Exactly how messed up did he have to be to feel excited in response to the concept of his woman fighting him to the death?

He was desperate to play with the sparks.

Dropping his hands, he looked in the mirror again.

He felt the burn of her lips against his cheek.

Pretty?

She had most definitely called him pretty.

On some level, Pollux knew that soulmates were crafted specifically for their other halves. He had not expected the bond to alter perception like that, though.

Heat rose, so he covered his cheeks with a claw, averted his eyes, and began pacing.

Perhaps he should create a comprehensive pamphlet for her? Maybe a presentation? An essay, at the very least? Some gentle, multi-step program to ease her in to all things faerie in a way that she would understand, accept, and not wind up hurt in the process of. Willow had mentioned wanting such a thing. Pollux was not above learning through others.

He and Kassandra were married—by human terms.

But that was another thing.

If she didn’t believe he was fae and therefore could have no knowledge of the fact soulmates were a thing, if she hated him because she assumed he was mistreating Andromeda somehow, if there was no reason for her to assume his actions were explained with cultural differences, why had she accepted the marriage kitten?

Had she not known it was a marriage kitten?

She had to.

What adult human would provide another adult human with a kitten in private without it being a proposal? That was disgraceful! Inappropriate! A scurrilous attack on her integrity to even ponder a situation in which she was unaware.

What exactly did Pollux need to understand better?

Romance? Humanity? Women?

All the above?

She hated him. She thought he was pretty, like this, for some reason. She didn’t believe he was taking care of Andromeda.

He kept returning to that revelation since her mind had forcibly kicked him out of her dream. That part hurt him the most.

If only he’d been able to pay attention properly and respond appropriately when they’d first met.

Her existence had blindsided him. Most of his life he’d been led to believe unseelie fae like him weren’t supposed to have soulmates. But Cael got his, and then…then Pollux’s appeared. Like a bomb. Dropped right into his heart.

It scrambled his brain. The amount of active research he had done in this field was zero. The amount of practice he could get with anyone else was zero. His only option was to fumble and make a fool of himself in front of his one and only soulmate as he figured things out.

Great.

This was the problem with being the one everyone else went to for help…

What was he supposed to do when he was lost?

Like an answer to his unspoken question, his senses pricked as Willow approached his home.

Shedding his more monstrous form in favor of the one he’d come to naturally hold in front of friends, he went out to greet her. He made it to the center of his balcony right as she plowed through his front door, ignoring every last haunted mansion detail he had woven into the glamour that protected his home from prying human eyes. Stopping in the foyer, she crossed her arms and looked up at him. A slight shudder shook her frame, but she got over it, opened her mouth, and—

Pollux beat her to it. “Dear, what does it mean when a woman accepts a marriage proposal but can’t actually stand you?”

“It means she’s being sarcastic. Please tell me you didn’t propose to Kass while she thinks that you’re horrifically abusing your child.”

“I didn’t know she thought that until last night, so I did propose, and she accepted.”

Four minutes later, Pollux and Willow were sitting in the back parlor while Pollux did his best to explain the situation as well as he understood it. And, as far as he could tell, while Willow did her best not to laugh.

Once he was finished relaying the details, Willow cleared her throat, crossed her legs, and said, “Let me make sure I understand. You gave Kassandra a kitten. Because that is how humans get married. The one proposes by offering a kitten to the other, and the one takes care of the kitten until the other accepts it if they don’t accept right away. Then—whenever the kitten is accepted—the two humans are wed.”

“Is that not still accurate? It’s been a part of the human culture since Viking times.”

Willow leaned back against the couch. “No, no. You’re absolutely correct. It is a tried and true custom that goes back hundreds of years. So much so, until modern times owning a cat was quite the scandal. Thankfully, we’re moving past all that judgment. I suppose I just didn’t expect you to go so fast.”

“I didn’t expect her to accept so quickly. I had prepared to take care of the kitten for months. I simply didn’t know how else to explain the severity of my intentions in a way a human might easily be able to grasp them.” His jaw rocked, and he massaged a muscle beneath his ear as he muttered, “I do not understand how to…flirt.”

Willow pressed a hand against her mouth and nodded enthusiastically. “Mhm, mhm. Yep. I totally understand. Flirting is very weird when done intentionally. But, just…humor me, was telling her you liked her and wanted to get to know her better not an option?”

“Like is not the word I would use to describe how she makes me feel.” The words left him harsh, raw. Like they broke him from the inside out. Pollux was tired. So tired. And the sun hadn’t even set yet. He still had to take Andromeda hunting in several hours, once she returned from wherever it was she had gone after school. Given that he’d supplied her a lunch at school, she had not so much as come home for their family meal. He wasn’t sure how he felt about that. Was it important to Kassandra that Andromeda have food at school every day? Family meals were important to him. “I do not know what I’m doing, dear. I am trying my best to be a parent, and I still don’t think I know how to do that effectively. I was not expecting to need to learn how to be a lover any time soon, but the way I want to love her…frightens me.”

Willow dropped her hand against the other in her lap and folded them together against the frills of her black dress. “Hey. It’s okay. This kind of stuff doesn’t have a rule book. If you’re looking for advice, get to know her a little better. See if you can have neutral conversations. Let her see that you’re not a monster.”

“But I am.”

Willow laughed. “No. You aren’t. You’re a goofball who has no idea how to open up to people. Kind of like our prince. It makes sense. Show me your friends; I’ll show you your character, and all that.”

He couldn’t stop the weak chuckle that escaped him. “Never in all my life has anyone called me a goofball.”

“Well, consider me honored to anoint you with the truth.”

His head shook as he sighed and clasped his hands together between his knees.

Willow continued, “Meda told me how Kass shuts off the fear factor when she asked me to help her enroll in that school.”

Pollux grunted. “Right. It is my understanding you were the one who helped her. I’m grateful you sidestepped my authority and asked no questions about why she wasn’t coming to me directly to enroll her in a human school, given that I would not have let her.”

“It sincerely sounds like you’re being sarcastic, even though it can’t be…” Willow smiled and extended her hand. “Yes, it’s totally my fault you’ve found your mate. May I have a favor as thanks?”

“Don’t push it, dear.”

She chuckled, darkly. “Pila says securing favors is always worth a shot, but anyway…being frightened. That’s new for you, isn’t it?”

His eyes closed. “It gives me a different kind of respect for your husband and…Ollie.”

“Hard not calling him the runt anymore, isn’t it?”

Pollux huffed. “I respect when people embrace who they are meant to be. The least I can do is recognize his efforts and how he has grown past that title.” He brushed his fingers over his hair and murmured, “I hope soon I will grow as well. I had thought myself desensitized to all sorts of terrors. Many feelings I am experiencing lately are foreign and uncomfortable.”

“What exactly are you scared of?”

He could see Kassandra in his mind. Her smile had been different last night. Her laugh… He’d wanted to trap the sound forever. Her power, in complete obliviousness, had been absolute. She’d wrapped around his soul and eased every pain within the dream she had crafted.

It was a power so effortless Pollux knew his years of experience could never hope to attain similar vastness.

When his eyes opened again, he was staring down at the carpet beneath the coffee table between them. “I’m afraid I’ll be no match for her.”

“Ooh.” Willow scooted forward in her seat. “What is she?”

“A dream…garbed in nightmares…and adorned with incomprehensible horrors.”

“She sounds fun. I’m glad I invited the three of you to movie night this week. And every week following. Since now someone doesn’t have the excuse of scaring everyone in his vicinity if his soulmate is around.”

Pollux’s brain lagged as he lifted his gaze. “What?”

“I invited you, Meda, and Kass to movie night.”

“You did what?”

A whiff of fear met him as Willow folded her arms. “Kass turns off the fear factor. You two can finally join the friend group. Movie night is where the found family rendezvous each week to cuddle and eat snacks. Be there or I will find her home address, drag her here, then drag you all into the woods myself.”

Pollux reined the power of his presence in as well as he could on his own. His mind ran rampant, but when it came down to verbalizing the cacophony of thoughts, all he could do…was swear.


Chapter 11

~~~~~~~~~~~~

Now, remember, kids. Do drugs; stay in cults.

I dreamed again last night. But no dreamboy appeared.

And, obviously, I’m not disappointed.

For the record, I am also sane.

Stress crocheting numerous tiny succulents in my brief snatches of down time is—at its core—a healthy coping mechanism.

After giving Willow’s invitation a lot of thought throughout all last evening and during school this morning, I have made an executive decision. I will go, regardless of what Pollux says. I will use his response as a telltale sign. When he says he can’t make it, I will talk to Willow’s husband myself. With a pepper spray in my back pocket. Just in case.

Once I’ve uncovered the treachery of her husband, Willow will join my cause, and—since she gives off unflappable energy—I’m sure she will be successful in helping me rescue Andromeda from her evil father’s clutches, shank said evil father, and get off utterly scot-free.

It’s the perfect plan.

And step one begins now.

What is step one, you ask?

Well.

Standing in front of Pollux’s house, I take a deep breath and march.

The thunder of the knocker vibrates in my ears as I wait for Alexios to show up and ask for my soul again, or something.

Because my entire world is crazy.

And I am the last fortress of sanity standing between reason and anarchy.

One way or another, I will put everything all back into place. I will line each fragment up, repaint my sky blue, and make sure everything is okay again. Even if I have to do it alone.

The door creaks as a man bigger than Alexios opens it.

My heart responds, unwittingly, to the sight of Pollux, and things I still haven’t completely bleached out of my brain reappear in neon technicolor. My resolve shivers.

I tell it to pull on its big girl panties as I bring a smile to my face. “Good evening.”

He stares at me. After much too long a time, he blinks out of an apparent daze and echos, “Good evening.”

Fantastic.

He’s probably drunk.

Good thing I’m driving.

“Do you have time to get a coffee and talk for a minute?” I say, not at all implying that I need to be in a public location for the conversation I’d like to have. Just in case he goes ballistic when he realizes how onto him I happen to be.

Actually, since CPS still can’t seem to find his house even when I send them a map with a big red X, maybe I should push every button this guy has and get the cops to grab him while we’re out? Then I can come back and kidnap Andromeda before he sweet-talks or buys his way out of prison.

The plan is practically perfect in every way.

“Coffee.” Lifting a hand, Pollux rubs the back of his neck and glances at the sky. “Isn’t it a little late for stimulants?”

He’s not going to stand here, drunk, and say that to me. I just know he isn’t. Must be imagining it.

Nevertheless, I link my hands behind my back and lean fully into my sweet elementary school teacher robes. “We can get decaf, or herbal tea. I know a nice little place nearby.”

He steps outside, closes the door behind him, and says, “Decaffeinated coffee in this country retains approximately three percent of the caffeine content. You have to go to Europe in order to get truly decaffeinated coffee, since they require ninety-nine point nine percent of the caffeine to be removed in order to consider it decaf.” His fingers flex at his sides, and he clears his throat. “Do you want to go to Europe?”

I think he’s making fun of me, but I am genuinely unsure. “That’s all right. I can handle three percent. Or I’ll get herbal tea. That doesn’t have any caffeine in it, right?” I could not care less about drinking caffeine at this hour. I still have lesson plans to adjust for Riley and Josh when I get home. Might as well order it straight and put it in an IV bag.

“Usually, no. However, tea leaves that contain caffeine do actually have a higher percentage per milligram than unbrewed coffee beans. Depending on how you brew, that means…” He blinks at me. “I’m sensing I’ve missed the point.”

I’m sensing I’ve stopped smiling. Is this guy actually a scientist of some kind who, somehow, legally cooks up drugs in his basement? Let’s cross our fingers on that one. After all, I will gladly accept being wrong about everything. I just really need some solid evidence to untick all the horrible red flag boxes first.

At the very least, when he tucks his giant frame into my less-than-giant car, he doesn’t smell like alcohol. Just. Coconut and chai.

Which brings up memories from two nights ago yet again.

I put on some music to drown out the impeccable silence as I head toward my go-to cafe.

The stragglers in the rustic shop—a handful of students on laptops, mostly—all pause the second Pollux strides in. They look up, frozen. Mouths fall open. Eyes follow his steps. And, okay, it’s not the kind of validation I was expecting, but I do appreciate the solid proof I’m not a terrible person for dreaming about him in an intimate setting.

He is pretty.

Very pretty.

I’m watching him a little too intensely while he takes in the large menu posted behind the counter.

Dark eyes. Dark hair. Dark clothes.

He’s a large shadow with the bone structure of an old, Grecian statue. There’s something uniquely beautiful about the way he stands, confident and calm. In control. Like he can stop the very breaths of the people around him. But instead of that awareness making him cocky…it just seems to make him careful.

After all, every breath in this place is caught right now, and if the people don’t remember to breathe again soon, they’ll suffocate.

“These names are complicated,” he murmurs as he drops his attention to me. “I’m sorry, dearest. I have no idea what many of these things are.”

I shake myself out of the blinding stupid that is my infatuation and smile as though, in the back of my twisted mind, dearest isn’t whispering against my skin from monster-Pollux’s soft lips. “Don’t normally come to places like this, do you?”

“I generally only ever go through the self-checkout at Martyn’s Grocery Mart, and only because of Meda.”

Oh? The front door bell chimes, so I make a horrible mistake of touching Pollux’s arm and drawing him away from the counter so the person who just came in can go in front of us.

Solid.

Solid muscle.

Hot dang.

Regaining myself, I tuck my hand behind me and grip my skirt. “Because of Meda?” I prompt.

“Unfortunately, she has developed a taste for processed foods. She’s obsessed with pockets.”

Okay. So she’s just like any woman, really. I ask, “Pockets?”

“The no-crust sandwiches. The tiny pizza rolls. Ravioli. Burritos. Anything with a gluten-based exterior and filling.” He smiles, gently, and my heart thuds. “Basically, the sorts of things that take time to make from scratch. What a little monster.” His eyes find me, and he tucks his smile away. “Sorry. I’m delaying because I don’t know what to get. Would you mind ordering for me?”

“Sure, no problem.” I push a few loose curls back and resist the urge to redo my messy bun. “Do you prefer sweeter things? Spiced? Is caffeine an issue, or will the fact you work as late as you do make that irrelevant?” Not that I’m fishing for details about your work, or anything.

“Stimulants don’t do anything for me, so caffeine is fine. It doesn’t need to be sweet. I wouldn’t mind having whatever you like.”

I tilt my head and smile like a silly, lost, little teacher. “Stimulants don’t do anything for you?”

His attention drifts elsewhere, catches the eye of a student, and makes them jolt their attention back down to their work. “Some…brains function differently when exposed to certain stimuli. The chemicals in caffeine that interact with a nervous system in order to heighten releases of cortisol and adrenaline in some people can have an alternate effect in others. People with dopamine deficiencies, for example, can often wind up either tired after intake or more level than spiked.”

I’m a little fascinated, and trying not to be. “So you have a dopamine deficiency?”

He chuckles, humorlessly. “Something like that.”

I order us both chais and let Pollux grab them at the window while I pick a seat in the corner of the cramped lobby. It takes the man all of three steps to cross the entirety of the room and reach me. He sets my cup down and tucks himself the best he can into the chair across from me. Beneath the table, our legs brush as he stretches to fit.

The heat from my cup does not help the situation as I grasp it between my hands. “Thank y—”

Pollux’s eyes launch up off a slim piece of paper my brain didn’t so much as compute he was reading until one second ago.

“—ou…”

He closes his eyes, crumples the paper, and tosses it onto the table between us before grunting.

I shift in my seat. “If you don’t mind me asking, what’s with the no thanking rule…?”

“Meda’s told you.”

“Right. But…”

“We believe in the fae.”

Oh. Okay. Uh.

My entire brain narrative trips on that pebble and goes tumbling face-first into traffic. Every idea I’ve had in my head thus far grinds to a miraculous halt while the idea picks gravel out of its skin and reformulates.

They believe in the fae.

They head out for a decent part of the night.

They are not the sole members acting absolutely bonkers in this town.

Am I dealing with…a cult?

My own smile goes so wide it hurts my face, but I am really, really uncertain right now whether or not this is better or worse. Cults are, you know, cults. They have terrible rules. Some demand pain and sacrifices to prove fealty. Others are run by awful, awful men who abuse every woman in his reach. They give themselves elevated titles…

Like prince.

And…

Everyone must abide by their rules, above all else. If they don’t approve of something, that something isn’t allowed…

And, you know, like a cult, I bet they meet each Thursday. To prepare for a party in the woods. Every third Tuesday. That kids aren’t allowed at.

Just spit-balling, here, really.

Oh, heavens. Please let it be a nice cult that is very respectful of their children. Please let it just feel like a hardcore bunch of LARPers. And please, please, please don’t let Zahra join it…

Pollux’s dark brows lower. “What…just happened in your brain?”

“Huh? Nothing. Probably the caffeine, right?”

He flicks his gaze to my cup, then back up. “You…haven’t taken a sip yet.”

I tilt my head. “Do the fumes alone not do anything?”

His mouth opens and hangs there a moment. Wetting his lips, he says, “You’re a teacher. Shouldn’t you know the answer to that?” He scrubs a hand over his mouth. “True, scents can impact taste. Scent accounts for a high percentage of taste, but caffeine would need to be powderized in high concentrations for it to take effect solely through the olfactory organs.”

His brain…it’s…beautiful.

Shaking that thought from my head, I take a sip of my chai and realize ordering it was a horrible choice. As the spices invade, all I can picture tasting is him. It paints a sequel to my dream in my dirty little garbage brain, adding tongues and teeth and…

I need to stop.

“I wanted to talk to you about something,” I say in a valiant effort to get my mind back on track.

“Right. Yes. You did. Something. Not caffeine.”

“No, not caffeine. But the facts are interesting.”

His expression softens as he lifts his cup to his lips.

I try to contain myself in response to the way he’s watching me over the rim of the lid. It’s more difficult than I want to admit. So I distract myself with the point. “I was at the library the other day, and I saw Willow.”

He chokes and coughs, adjusting his position in such a way that our knees bump.

A shock goes soaring up my spine.

“Willow?” he croaks. “And…her cat?”

“Oddly, yes. I didn’t know cats were allowed in the library.”

Pollux swears. “Some libraries have cats as companions for the staff and patrons. He’s not a library cat.”

Good to…know. Why does Pollux know something like that? Why does he have a textbook knowledge about caffeine? Why does he have a miniature working guillotine in his kitchen? I suppose I could go on. Anyway… “Apparently there are movie nights every Thursday at eight at her house? And, I don’t know, when I was by your house recently, work seemed to start at ten. She invited me. Or, really, all three of us. You, me, Meda… Two hours should be enough time to catch a movie before work, right?”

He exhales, meets my eyes beneath a lowered brow, and grumbles, “Is it important to you?”

“Is it important to me that I go to a movie night with you guys?” And, possibly, a handful of cult members? “Yes.” I’ve just decided. “It is important to me.”

Pollux sighs. “Very well. I suppose I’ve been putting this event off for long enough.”

“You’ve been invited to Willow’s movie night before?”

Looking utterly exhausted, Pollux rubs his temple. “Many times.”

“But you’ve never gone?” That’s not faithful cult member behavior. Are the movie nights with Willow independent of cult activity? Are there two cults? One run by Willow and one run by Cael??

“It’s an interesting dynamic.”

I dare push further. “Would Cael not approve?”

“Cael understands why I did what I did. It’s Zylus and Willow who may not.” Combing his fingers back through his hair, he says, “I will do what I can in order to ensure things go smoothly. Would you accept waiting until next week’s movie night? I’m in the middle of a…project right now. It’s taking up a lot of my time and mental energy.”

On the one hand, giving him time to prepare seems like it could defeat the purpose. On the other…he’s seemed anything but bad tonight. He’s seemed almost entirely like a normal, tired father. Maybe he’s stuck in a weird cult. Maybe Andromeda isn’t the only one who needs rescuing.

“Next week works for me,” I say.

“I appreciate it.”

I smile. And for the first time in a long time, I don’t think I’m faking…


Chapter 12

~~~~~~~~~~~~

If this is what constitutes a cult these days, sign me up.

Willow’s house is a perfect, lush cottage in the woods. It’s surrounded by raised garden beds on one side, and the burble of a stream on the other. A stepping stone path leads up to a front door, and I can see past a window seat to the lit interior already.

Beside me, Pollux is holding Andromeda, who was clinging to his leg until he scooped her up.

They’ve been tense ever since I picked them both up earlier and parked in a small clearing beside a bright pink car and another one a distance from the cottage. Apparently, Willow has a thing about cars since they stole her right to a carriage-drawn society. Apparently, she rambles her distaste for many aspects of the modern world when accidentally given narcotics.

I did not ask who accidentally gave her narcotics.

I just smiled, checked my fluffy poodle skirt pocket discreetly for my pepper spray, and watched Andromeda fiddle with the hem of her pink polo in the backseat.

Pausing at the first stone in the path leading up to Willow’s cottage, I face my companions.

And my heart squeezes.

They’ve stopped time. Eyes closed, their foreheads are pressed together. He’s holding her tight, secure, like she’s the most precious thing in his life. Bathed in moonlight, they look like the subjects of a painting.

“We don’t have to do this,” he murmurs, so softly.

“It’s okay,” she whispers.

“Language,” he grunts.

Her little arms wrap around his neck. “I love you.”

“I love you more.”

For very fragile moments, I am entirely convinced I have everything wrong. For frightening seconds, I can almost believe that if fae is the answer that makes everything else make sense, fae must be it.

Andromeda pulls back far enough to look deeply into Pollux’s eyes, imploring silently, and he says, “Yes. More than that.” His large free hand cups her cheek and hides her expression from my view. “Fear of my fear, if it doesn’t include your joy, I have survived long enough without it, and I do not need it now.”

Andromeda sniffs, then she crashes against his chest, her tiny arms strangling him.

My heart jerks, and I reach for her. “Meda, are you okay, sweetie?”

Pollux rubs her back and kisses her forehead. “She will be well. Let her have a moment.”

Closing my fingers and tucking them back against my poodle skirt, I do.

Once Andromeda has sniffled herself out, she turns her attention toward Willow’s front door and declares, “I’m ready.”

Pollux nods once then looks at me.

“I’m ready,” I say. Ready to throw down with whoever or whatever has made my Meda cry. But anyway.

We head up the walk, and, without knocking, Pollux invites himself into the main room…which is decorated. Balloons fill the spaces beyond what I could see through the front window. Streamers run from the light fixtures toward the corners.

A vaguely familiar man with sandy brown hair and tan-and-white vitiligo blows a noisemaker while the rest of the room cheers.

Pollux’s jaw clenches, and he turns right around on his heel.

Cackling wickedly, Willow escapes from the group and grabs his arm. A violent shudder wracks the large man’s bones. Stiff, he dares to look down at the absolutely tiny woman in black platforms. Her smile. It’s evil. Her eyes. They unnerve me.

“Where do you think you’re going, Pollux?” she murmurs.

“I have not faced sudden discomfort at this level in a long time. I am going away from it.”

“I don’t think so.” Practically dragging, she plants him and Andromeda firmly on the couch facing a large flat-screen TV. “Seat of honor.” She points. “I made a cake.”

Pollux glances at the multi-tiered pink masterpiece taking up the central space of a coffee table overflowing with snacks.

Grumbling, he clings to Andromeda and says, “I believe I am growing nauseated.”

“Sucks to suck,” Willow supplies. Turning toward me, she beams. “Let’s get some humanity out of the way. My people, meet Kass. Kass, this is Brittny.” A bouncing, trim, and tall woman with beautiful long light brown hair beams. “Her sister Alana.” A shorter, stouter, stoic-er, woman with a dark pixie cut offers a single wave. “Their husbands, in order, Ollie—” He blows his noisemaker again, and I swear I’ve seen him online somewhere… “—and Cael.”

My heart jumps as I fix my attention on the prince.

Prince is definitely the word I’d use to describe him even if I weren’t aware of the way people around him seem to address him. He’s wearing robes. Actual white robes with flowing sleeves and a hem of scattered petals that match the occasional strands of glistening gold in his mid-length black hair. He looks outstandingly regal.

This is the leader.

Their leader.

If he’s here, that must mean they are a single, unified, and relatively small cult.

I let my fingers plant against the weight of my pepper spray, just to make sure it’s still securely in my poodle pocket, while I smile. “It’s nice to meet you all. Than—”

Pollux swears, cutting me off abruptly.

Cael blurts a laugh. “We don’t do that here, little one. You’ll give one of us a heart attack if you tempt the rest with your thanks.”

Right. Cult. Weird—happy, but so far not like chillingly happy—cult.

“Sorry.”

“It’s quite well,” he supplies. “We’re happy you were able to make it.”

“Do I not get an introduction?” A tall man with long dark hair and heterochromia—one blue eye and one green—strides out of the kitchen balancing three bowls of popcorn and a pout.

Willow sinks into her love seat and tosses a hand his way. “That’s my husband. Zylus. Sounds like stylus. You can really tell he shed his given name and picked his own some odd millennia ago.”

“Oi.” He gives her a bowl of popcorn and starts handing another to Ollie and Brittny as his eyes meet Andromeda’s.

“I’m sorry,” she whispers. Immediately.

Something silent passes between them. My nerves go taut the longer he stares, deathly grave, at my little student.

Willow tosses a popcorn kernel at Pollux’s head, and it bounces off onto the cushion beside him. “Hey. Pick that up,” she says. “I don’t want it in my couch.”

Pollux’s eye twitches, but he obliges.

“What is with both you and Cael and sending me entire letters in regard to movie night?” She tosses another kernel.

This one, Pollux catches.

She tsks. “It wasn’t even a funny letter.”

“Funny?”  he grumbles. “How would you have expected me to deliver the information I had to in a funny way?”

“You could have asked for child support. You can lie in text, so you could have gone on about demanding child support instead of attempting to explain how sad and lonely you’ve been. We all already know that you’ve been sad and lonely.” She chucks another kernel that he catches. “Stupid.”

“Dear, I feel like you’re making light of this—”

“Zy’s a mother. I’m a secondary mother through marriage. Somehow, I was the one who almost died in childbirth. It’s all very normal-sounding to me. Quit giving the kid trauma by making it a bigger deal than it has to be. You could have told us ages ago. Is this stupid group ever going to outgrow keeping their insecurities secret? Does anyone ever outgrow trying to hide their insecurities? Full transparency is feeling very much like a lost cause…”

Alana snorts and moves to pet Willow’s hair while murmuring, “There, their, they are.”

“Ah, grammatical comfort. My single solace.”

Whatever the, um, situation is, I have a strong feeling Willow is making infamously light of it, but I have absolutely zero idea how to comment on that.

Pollux peers up at Zylus and mutters, “What are your thoughts about this?”

“She’s cuter than expected and got the color of one of my eyes.” Zylus’s part-blue gaze lifts as he offers the last bowl of popcorn to Pollux. “Just because we don’t favor one another so much doesn’t mean I dislike or don’t respect you, Pollux. I trust Cael’s trust in you.”

A fragile inhale fills Pollux’s lungs while I look on, baffled, lost, concerned…warm.

Inexplicably warm.

It’s so gentle here.

Even amid so much tension.

Pollux clenches his fist against his thigh. “It was an act of desperation, and it could have gone remarkably poorly. I toyed in things I should not have.”

“And if you had made a mistake, you would have fixed it,” Cael offers. “We all know that.”

Alana laughs. “What’s that thing you sometimes tell me during our sessions? Sometimes our fears are heavier if you hold them all by yourself? That goes for worries, too. Guilt doesn’t suit you, sensei.”

“So quit normalizing it in front of the young one. Take the popcorn bowl. And calm down.” Willow throws a hand in the air. “Meda picks the movie tonight!”

Andromeda gasps, turning her big eyes toward Willow. “Really?”

“No,” Zylus states as he relinquishes the popcorn bowl into Pollux’s hands. “Absolutely not.”

“What?” Andromeda’s little lip juts. “Why not?”

Snickering, Ollie nudges Zylus in the side. “Yeah, why not, Zy?”

He points at Andromeda. “Tiny dream eater.” He points at the TV. “Device with access to horror movies.”

“Horror movies?” Andromeda’s eyes sparkle while I’m trying to remember if…I’ve heard the term dream eater in real life before. I have to have, right? I can’t place it beyond the dream I had.

Wait just one second.

Horror movies?

She’s seven.

“Whoa,” I cut in. And all eyes turn toward me, reminding me a bit violently that I am definitely not a part of whatever is happening. I tense and swallow. “Could we keep things age appropriate, please?”

“Gore only. No nudity.” Andromeda nods, affirmatively, and unravels herself from around Pollux. “How do I control the device?”

Willow offers her a remote.

Zylus swipes in and takes it, holding it out of reach. “I said no.”

“Mom, whyyy?”

“Meda,” Pollux chides. “Don’t you dare.”

She giggles, monstrously, and dares anyway. “These are my mothers! I have two mothers now, Mrs. Role! Mom and Mother!”

I don’t know what’s going on. Not one tiny bit. But the warmth. It’s inexplicable and all-consuming. Unfathomable. Just like when Andromeda scales Zylus like a tree and perches on his arm to battle for the remote. For someone so slender, his sturdiness doesn’t seem physically possible.

Setting his popcorn bowl aside, Pollux rises, towering, and grabs her by her shirt to pluck her off him. Held out like a bag, she writhes in the air while Pollux apologizes. “I’m sorry. She’s incorrigible.”

“As children should be so long as they aren’t hurting anyone,” Willow notes.

Pollux turns his attention toward me, and everything else in the room slows down.

Somewhere in my head, I recognize that he’s holding his daughter like luggage while she scrambles airborne. Somewhere else, I can’t delete the bright balloons and streamers or the laughter circling in this space like vultures. The warmth finds a name, and I realize the reason it’s so palpable.

It’s love.

The warmth is love, and Andromeda is safer and happier than I’ve seen many children be in my time as a teacher. Faerie cult or not.

Pollux puts Andromeda down, and she charges toward the coffee table, distantly squealing about a stack of burritos that Alana seems vaguely proud of. While Andromeda rips one apart, I take a step forward, toward Pollux, toward the heat at the center of the room.

Pollux interrupts my thoughts before I can find the right words. He says, “Do you have any movie suggestions that you consider age appropriate? Suffice to say, we do not know what we’re doing.”

Yeah. I can see that. I think Andromeda has already eaten her weight in chocolate brownies between her bites of burrito. It’s not what I’d allow if I were her parent…but it seems like things are run a little differently here. “I might have a few ideas. May I sit next to you?”

Pollux’s eyes cut toward Willow before he clears his throat, scrubs a hand over his mouth, and says, “Of course.”

After Zylus gives me the remote, I find one of my favorite movies, and we watch Annie.


Chapter 13

~~~~~~~~~~~~

Tomorrow is only a day away…

Andromeda is humming “Tomorrow” from Annie while she sits across from me in the main classroom and doodles. Zahra’s busy seeing kids off while I’m looking over budgets for the school board meeting tonight. It’s been four days since movie night. It has also been four days since I decided that maybe some cults aren’t so bad. Maybe. After all, I’m almost positive the maybe vibe is exactly what gets people stuck in cults. It’s only once you’re in too deep that you start to see maybe you shouldn’t have given a cult the benefit of the doubt.

After several minutes, Zahra enters the classroom and arches a brow at Andromeda. “You stickin’ around, small fry?”

“Not done yet,” Andromeda replies.

“What if Alexios is waiting for you?” I ask.

“Didn’t smell like stone earlier. Just rain. And I can be around Zy now. He’s my doting kitty mom.”

Oh, right. Forgive me. I forgot about the rules that constitute letting a little girl walk home by herself.

She’s going to get kidnapped like Annie.

Maybe I should start walking her home… Not as an excuse to see Pollux because I haven’t seen my dreamboy since the first time and I’m going into a few inexplicable withdrawals. No. It’s because I’m a good teacher and I want to make sure she’s okay.

In case anyone asks, it is not beyond inappropriate if I fall asleep thinking about the way Pollux’s thigh brushed mine while we were innocently watching the movie four days ago. I also think about how Andromeda climbed into my lap and cuddled with me throughout most of the film.

Certainly I am not depraved and affection-starved. It was just a very big night, and I’m still processing many details.

Like how the faerie cult leader sat on the floor hugging Alana while she rocked a burrito in her arms as though it were an infant. The most negative emotions he gave off were in relation to that burrito. I’m almost certain he was jealous of it.

So.

Yeah.

Big night.

Processing things.

“Playground fund,” Zahra murmurs above my head. “You’re really going to make another push for that?”

I look down at the budget report our treasurer got to me earlier today. All the math scribbles I have jumbled in the margins suggest that maybe we can pool together just enough to update our pitiful “playground.” Because a row of four swings just isn’t a “playground.” “I really, really would like to make it work for the kids for Christmas. We’ll be advertising to parents for new students come January, and right now, our recess activities only include dodge ball in the gym, a sandpit that’s more wood chippings than sand, and enough swings for a third of our current students.”

“Don’t forget the chalk,” Zahra notes. “Kids love chalk.”

I glance sidelong at my humming kid companion, who does love chalk and is currently drawing the unthinkable in her sketchbook. She’s using a black pen, which is a new style and a majestic contrast from the matted wax of her crayons. It is sketchy and horrifying.

I don’t want to say so in front of her, but some children who love chalk aren’t allowed to use it sometimes because some teachers have had to scrub terrors off cement prior to other school board meetings. “I just think it would be very nice to have some actual equipment. For Christmas. Don’t you, Meda?”

Andromeda looks up off the monster scrawl. “Hm?”

“Would you like some playground equipment for Christmas?”

Zahra snorts. “Are you supposed to drag one of the kids in on this scheme of yours?”

Probably not. But Andromeda is special.

“I don’t know,” she says. “What’s Christmas?”

And we’re back to thoughts of skinning her father alive…

Her being in a cult does miraculously explain why she seems so terribly sheltered.

I take a breath, calm myself, and remember how elaborate this past movie night was on account of it being Pollux and her first time going. “Christmas is a holiday.”

“Ohh. Another one of those.” She looks back at her drawing and adds a few extra spines to the creature. “What horrors does this one hide beneath the surface of merriment and cheer? Maybe I can use it as inspiration for my nightmares.”

“There’s a fat guy who reverse robs the children he’s been stalking all year,” Zahra obliges. “He wears blood red and steals cookies from everyone.”

“Zahr. Santa’s clothes aren’t even remotely blood red.”

“She wants inspiration.” Zahra crosses her arms. “I’m doing my duty as an educator aide and inspiring.”

Just because we can tell the kid about Krampus does not mean we should. I sigh. “Christmas is a holiday honoring the birth of Jesus Christ. It’s a time for family, friends, and exchanging gifts. There are many traditions associated with it and many different ways of celebrating, some more Christian than others. It falls on December twenty-fifth each year.”

“Jesus wasn’t born in December,” she says.

I blink. I’m sorry. Why does she know that but not what Christmas is?

“It couldn’t have been in winter,” she continues. “The shepherds the angels got wouldn’t have been in the fields. Had to be during lambing season.” She draws a couple more talons, then she gasps and looks up at me. “Wait, is this one of those holidays that was stolen by people who didn’t like the original holiday? Oooh, I wonder how positively dreadful it had to be for the squeamish to slap the entire birth of Christ on top of it. Doesn’t it make you want to research all the details and add its history to your lesson plans?”

No. It makes me want to ask your father what the heck he’s teaching you at home…

“Some Christmas traditions are fae.” Zahra pulls out a chair and takes a seat. Her green eyes glitter. “Like, Christmas trees. Some tales claim that trees were brought into the home and adorned with gifts for the fae. Is that something you know about?”

“It definitely sounds feasible. I wouldn’t be one of the faeries invited in like that, though. Trees are a dryad thing, but if it’s covered in treats, it may be for the pixies. Pixies are very curious and can be caught grabbing several tiny handfuls of sugar out of baking bowls if they get into your house. They don’t mean to, but sometimes they ruin recipes with their mischief. To keep your pastries from flopping, you need to ask the pixies to wait until after you’re finished to share.” Andromeda’s nose scrunches as she looks up. “A holiday where you exchange premeditated gifts sounds stressful.”

“Aren’t faeries known for giving amazing gifts?” Zahra asks.

“Never on a deadline. We pay back what is due when our hearts are full and willing, not because a date obligates us to. Obligations are for the people we trick into owing us. What if Christmas appears, but I don’t have a gift for someone who gives me something?”

“Well,” I murmur, “the holiday isn’t supposed to be about that.”

“What if I hate a gift I’m given? What if someone only got a gift for me because they felt like they had to? Sounds awful.” She drops her attention back to her picture and begins scribbling background details. “Humans are silly.”

“Agree.” Zahra stares at me. “So silly. Some truly tragic silly goose behavior occurring right in this general area.”

I deadpan. “I guess you don’t celebrate Christmas anymore, Miss Identifies as a Faerie?”

She splays her perfect nails against her chest. “My friends and I do not celebrate Christmas. We partake of Winterfest, which, okay, is a lot like Christmas, but it consists of a bunch of weirdos from bad homes coming to my backyard and helping me build a bonfire while we all eat baked goods and drink hot chocolate. Or mead… No, I don’t know how alcohol winds up present any more than I know how the giant freaking legs of turkey do. My job is to use my three ovens to maximum cookie efficiency and volunteer the backyard. It’s not my fault if my friends turn it into a renfaire. The bloody edgelords…”

I rub my neck to fend off a headache. “It’s clear to me you have a lot of emotions concerning Christmas.”

“Nope,” she chirps. “You must be mistaken.”

Resting my chin in my hand, I look down at the budget numbers again. They all blur together, looking less feasible than they did a moment ago. “So no one is going to help me because Christmas is silly?”

“I didn’t say that.” Zahra closes her fist against her chest. “Madam, I will fight at your side to the ends of the earth in an effort to secure whatever it is your heart desires. You can count on me.”

ᴥ

The board voted no. No, we could not move the funds around at this time in order to revamp our playground for Christmas. We need to make sure we’re able to pay our teacher’s aide. And the electricity. And other stupid things like the water bill. Zahra saying that she didn’t need to be paid for the rest of the school year went over somewhat poorly.

Our chairman scowled at her, and I swear the man was about to send her to the corner for timeout.

Yet another year passes where the best I can do for Christmas is organize a Secret Santa, give small homemade presents, and plan a little party with some cheap microwave pizza.

Zahra pets my hair while I rest, flopped, on my desk in the classroom the morning after the meeting went majestically bad. “There, there,” she comments. “It’s okay. Those stupid people don’t understand what joy is. They only know sadness.”

“I found fifty percent off sales. I made a PowerPoint.”

Zahra hums. “Not gonna lie. The PowerPoint did surprise me. Especially the short video in grayscale of sad children. Where did you even get a please adopt our puppies before we have to murder them video of kids?”

Canva, obviously.

Turning my head, I frown up at my assistant. If she keeps going on like this, I’m going to put her in my next sad video presentation. About needing to hire a new teacher aide.

“Mrs. Role? What’s wrong?” Andromeda’s voice snaps me to attention.

I put my I’m a teacher, I don’t even use the bathroom, because I’m not human and live for my kids calm smile in place. “What do you mean, sweetheart? What are you doing here so early?” I blink, and my brows lower. “How did you get inside? Zahr, did you lock the door behind you?”

“I let myself in. It’s locked now.” She takes a seat at her desk. “I’m here early because Daddy blew something up.”

“He did what?”

“He blew something up in the basement. He told me his observation research was done, so he’s been running tests for days now. I hardly think he’s even been sleeping. He takes me to work, takes me home, and goes right down to the lab. This morning, something blew up, so he kicked Yama-nii-nii and me out.”

This does not spark joy.

“Is he…okay?” I ask.

“Oh, sure. You could hit Daddy with a semi and he’d probably just curse and walk it off.”

Nice to…know. I suppose the age-old tale of fathers looking like superheros to their little girls maintains even in the “Faerie” world.

“Are you well?” she asks, painfully adorable and caring and sincere. Also known as: all the things her father isn’t. Because if I suspected that he were, I’d think about him more. And I definitely don’t.

Zahra taps my head. “Don’t worry about Ms. Role, Meda. She’s just lamenting being told she can’t have any new toys.”

Andromeda perches her chin in her hands. “Ahh…I see. The school board said no to new playground equipment.”

“They said that maybe we could dig out the sandbox and put real sand back in it. Maybe.” My good teacher façade dies as I cross my arms like a petulant child. “After all, it’s a worthless expense, isn’t it? The children and weather will just undo our efforts in a month, and have you even seen the price of sand?”

Zahra’s face morphs into an evil little amused grin. “They pulled up a bag of premium sand that was forty dollars for twenty pounds.”

“Premium!” I throw my hands in the air. “Why do you need premium sand? It’s sand! You’re playing in it! Not eating it!”

“Josh would eat it,” Andromeda kindly reminds me.

I sink in my chair.

Zahra, heavily amused, says, “Josh is an outlier and should not be counted.”

Andromeda giggles. “You really love us kids, don’t you, Mrs. Role?”

It’s a perfectly normal question, but it seems too odd and adult coming from one of my kids. Nevertheless, I say, “Of course I do. You’re my littles, and you’re only little for so long. These years need to have enough joy to last you throughout your entire lives. You deserve better than a sandbox full of wood chips.”

“You really want a playground? For Christmas?” she asks.

I sit myself back upright in my seat. Like an adult. “It’s all right, sweetie. It’s the third year I’ve been pushing for this. It’s just a lot of money for something that we’ve already been managing well enough without. It’s hard to justify a twenty-thousand dollar luxury.”

Andromeda’s eyes go massive. “Twenty-thousand dollars? Wow. Think of all the hot pockets you could afford.”

I exhale a laugh. “Truly a massive amount. Anyway… I’ll look into some fundraisers for next year, and maybe we can upgrade before you graduate. It’s nothing you need to worry about right now.”

“Oh, I’m not worried.” Her teeth bare in a darling little grin. “I know how to problem solve.” Changing the subject, she asks, “What are we learning about today?”

I, personally, am learning I have the emotional maturity of a grapefruit and want to be Andromeda when I grow up. Pity that’s not entirely possible. Checking my plans for this third Tuesday of the month, I say, “Fractions.”


Chapter 14

~~~~~~~~~~~~

Set a little moonlight on fire for me, darling.

I do not know what Zahra and I are doing. Logically, maybe, this should have been my idea, but also I was looking forward to making dinner with my parents, cuddling my little Chai kitty, and knitting before bed…while not crossing my fingers and hoping nightmare men would appear in my dreams.

After the blow of once again not getting my shiny new playground equipment, I am not certain I’m emotionally available enough to stumble upon cultic activities in the woods.

However.

To be fair.

I shouldn’t put this investigation off for another month.

Police investigations can take time. Getting Andromeda, and possibly Pollux, into safe places when they’ve been brainwashed into believing faeries exist can take time. The sooner I find proof, the better.

Third Tuesday of November Elf Party in the Woods here I come.

Twigs crunch underfoot as Zahra marches me through the trees well beyond where Willow’s house sits nearer the path to downtown. I don’t know how Zahra knows where to go. I am a mere accessory and voice of reason in the (hopefully) unlikely event my dear sweet friend offers herself up as a sacrifice.

“Do you know where we’re going?” I ask once it feels like we’ve been stomping straight ahead for a long, long time.

“Absolutely,” she answers.

I don’t believe her.

“Did Meda give you some kind of directions?”

“I’m following the distant music.”

I try to focus my attention on something other than the crunch of our shoes, but I don’t hear anything. There’s a whisper of wind that feels faintly mystical, but that’s just the way wind is. At night. In the woods.

It’s official. We’re going to get eaten by the wildlife.

“There’s also a sweetness in the air if you can’t hear the music,” Zahra offers, benevolently.

Lifting my face, I inhale and catch faint touches of something sweet. It’s getting colder each day and the weather reports have been periodically teasing a snow we have yet to see, so there shouldn’t be any more flowers around to infiltrate the fullness of pine.

Yet there is definitely something almost floral, almost honey on the breeze.

With every step, it grows stronger and more complicated.

The windsong deepens, turning dreamlike. As though there is an actual melody sitting just outside my perception. It’s craziness. It’s late. I’m tired from dragging my sits-all-day-grading rump out here.

Magic and faeries are fairy tales. Fiction. Not real.

Zahra stops in a clearing awash in silver moonlight, and my skin prickles beneath my coat.

There’s nothing here.

Just grass and wind and an array of scents riddling the chilled air.

But Zahra’s gone still in a way that makes it hard to breathe.

“Zahr?” I squeeze her hand.

She startles and looks back at me.

A tear slides down her cheek.

She hardens the second she realizes it and scrubs her face. “What? I’m not crying. I’m washing my eyes. You have to do that when you wear eye shadow.”

I press my lips together. “What can you hear?”

Her eyes close, and her nostrils flare as she fills her lungs. “It’s a—” She swears. “—faerie party, Kass. There’s music and laughter and conversations about things I can’t even begin to understand.” Her grip crushes my hand as her eyes snap open. Abruptly, she stomps forward. “Hey, would someone mind talking to me? Please. I’ve always been able to hear your voices, my entire life. I want to know why.”

“Zahr…” I touch her back with my free hand.

She jerks away from that touch while still crushing my fingers in her grip. So much pain fills her eyes when they meet mine, and I get the distinct feeling that something inside her is shattering. “I’m not insane. My brain isn’t broken. I need to know why I can hear them.” Her voice cracks. She looks back at the nothingness. “Please. Could somebody please talk to me?”

We stay there for an hour.

But no one responds.

ᴥ

“And that is why I would like your help, my dearest family, in building Mrs. Role a playground tonight.” Andromeda finished her speech by showing a picture she’d drawn of a brightly-painted wooden playground including a pirate ship, a small house, multiple slides, several rock walls…

Elaborate could not begin to describe what Pollux was looking at.

The child had taped four extra pages to her book in order to fit the entire picture, and they had all but dramatically fanned open at the start of her spiel.

“This image is not a blueprint,” Alexios offered from where he was seated beside Pollux on the parlor couch. “It doesn’t contain suitable instructions for collaborative efforts.”

Andromeda scowled. “I’m not even three yet, Yama-nii-nii. I have done my best, and now I am asking for help. This is how it works in Uncle Cael’s domain.”

“Sephin can turn it into a blueprint in about ten minutes. Then it’s just a matter of figuring out where to get tools and materials and manpower. If you want it all done tonight, the three of us seem insufficient.” Alexios planted a hand at his chin.

“Don’t you think Uncle Cael and Lana will help?”

“Absolutely. I can blackmail A if she doesn’t want to, and anything she does, the prince will do.”

Pollux rocked his jaw and interjected, “However, five people still might not be enough to get everything finished tonight.”

“Everyone else is seelie and scared of us, Daddy,” Andromeda reminded him. “It feels a little mean to ask for help if we’d make everyone uncomfortable by being there.”

Combing his fingers through his hair, he sighed. Now was as good a time as any to present what he’d been working on. “Come here, dear one.”

Andromeda lowered her picture and approached.

Reaching into his pocket, Pollux procured the small pendant he’d fashioned as a conduit for Kassandra’s single golden tear. In the past two weeks, he’d lost sleep over dozens of experiments, and to be fair, success had been an explosive event this morning…

While Alexios had been out and Andromeda had been at school, he’d tested the small piece of his mate’s power by dropping his glamour among humans.

He’d gone back to the coffee shop.

He’d ordered a chai.

No one wet themselves, which was a major improvement in light of past experiments he’d conducted.

The same barista who had given him her number last time hadn’t seemed so eager this time…but…for someone of Andromeda’s size with fewer years of fear in her veins the talisman should work completely.

She would have, after not even three years, what he had been searching for all his life.

Lifting the chain, Pollux clasped it around Andromeda’s neck and let the sparkling charm fall against her pink polo.

“Is it my birthday already?” she asked as she touched the strong compound he’d used to contain and enhance the power.

“What?”

“Mrs. Role told me that humans give presents on birthdays.”

He arched a brow. “How quaint. Your date of existence is in February.” He tapped the surface and felt the hum of Kassandra’s magic within. “This, dear one, is a charm that contains the cure I’ve been searching for.”

Andromeda straightened, dropped her eyes to the pendant, and stared. “W…what?”

“As Willow would say, it turns off the fear factor. This is a fragment of Kassandra’s emotion, so it is a fragment of her will, which is what alters the space around her to create the safety she wants everyone near her to feel. Having this with you will be like being with her in person.”

Fingers shaking, Andromeda lifted the pendant. “It’s beautiful.”

It really was.

Her head whipped up, dark curls bouncing. “Where’s yours?”

His head shook. “There wasn’t enough for me.”

“What? Why not?” A shock went through her small body, and she fumbled for the clasp. “This one is yours, isn’t it, Daddy? I can’t. I can’t even think to borrow it.”

He stopped her, grasping her hands in his and drawing them away from the catch. “You can see me wearing this necklace? Really?”

Lips parted, she stared at him as dark tears gathered in her eyes.

Pollux lowered her hands to her sides, pushed her hair back, and kissed her forehead. “I made it for you. It’s only powerful enough to make me tolerable in front of those susceptible to what we are. For you, it should be the same as standing next to Kassandra. Sorry I have to sit this project out, but if Alexios’s friend Sephin makes the blueprint and Cael manages the instructions, I’m certain it won’t take more than a few hours.”

“Are you sure I can have this?” she whispered as a black tear slipped down her cheek. “This is what you’ve been wanting for centuries.”

He exhaled a laugh. “Don’t be foolish. I got what I’d been wanting for centuries almost three years ago now. I’ve been damaged already by the nature of my existence. It’s my job to make sure you don’t have to face the same pain. What I’ve wanted for centuries, dear one, is a place to call home and a family to fill it.”

Alexios swore. “This is sickeningly sweet. Should I take your drawing on ahead to Sephin while you two finish up being adorable?” He extended one gloved hand.

“Jealous?” Andromeda stuck her tongue out.

“Is it not obvious I want a sparkly necklace, too?”

Pollux heaved a sigh. “Would you like me to update your enchanted cuff links so they sparkle?”

Alexios adjusted his sleeves and the metal pieces Pollux had made in order to help mitigate scents and sounds for him. “No. I am dependent upon the way they make the world almost bearable and I would not like to be without them for even a minute.”

“Then quit complaining.”

Alexios rose. “I can hardly wait to steal a soul and make myself someone’s favorite. Watching you two makes me desperate for a relationship with someone who would set fire to rain for me.”

Pollux let those words echo a time or two in his skull. “What does that mean?”

“I don’t know. I just like fire. And impossible things.”

Andromeda tucked her necklace away in her shirt and trotted up to Alexios. “Yama-nii-nii, if you’re touch-starved and need a hug, you can say that.” She lifted her arms. “I love you.”

He glowered down at her several moments before lightly touching her curls. “I love you, too, tiny monster. But I think in this you are the younger one between us who has yet to understand the connection I am starving for. Come now. We need to convince Sephin not to be in bed at his usual hour, and we’re losing moonlight.”

And indeed they were.

For Pollux, however, Kassandra probably wouldn’t be asleep for another hour or two, so he’d have to burn a little more moonlight before he could hope to visit his wife in her dreams.


Chapter 15

~~~~~~~~~~~~

Apparently, I’m a narcissist.

Endless water. I’m dreaming again, after what feels like both only a few days and a thousand years since the last time I fell into a world of my own design. Breathing deep, I look up at the infinite blue sky and feel the caress of the waves around me. It’s all so…blue.

Melancholy.

Within my dream, my thoughts are fully awake, and I see Zahra begging the silence around us to pay attention to her in the woods. It worried me in ways I don’t know how to explain. Zahra is my best friend, and she’s so stable and confident that sometimes I don’t see how utterly shattered she is.

She’s little more than a million fragments melted down and turned into something else.

I haven’t heard the half of her story, but the parts I have heard are horrors concealed as morbid jokes.

She grew up as the lesser of two children in a family that barely took care of either. Her mother was controlling. Her father was an addict. He drank. He gambled. He smoked. He did drugs. Anything that let him chase a high. Zahra was the accident after her older brother, so she was taught to obey, obey, obey, take up as little space as possible, and serve, serve, serve in order to earn basic human needs.

I’ve never seen her like she was in the woods.

Broken.

The quiet around me stirs, and I sit up in the ocean, wading effortlessly. The air shifts, bringing with it an amount of heat that overrides my thoughts. My breath catches as tar invades my perfect blue waters, giving way to a large masculine form. “Dreamboy,” I whisper as he fully takes shape.

While monster-Pollux gathers his bearings, I skim through the rainbow of oily dark water to him.

“The sea?” he asks, deep voice a rumble that raises the hair on my arms and neck. “Why are you…” He stills when he finds me so near. Lifting one claw-tipped hand, he cups my cheek. “Your hair.”

“I know. I lost my nightcap. It looks a lot longer when it’s wet, doesn’t it?”

His fingers slip through the soaked waves of deep auburn. “I’ve never seen it down before. It’s so much darker.” He swears. “You’re so beautiful, Kassandra. I can hardly believe you’re mine.”

“You’re so beautiful I can hardly believe my dumpster fire of a brain didn’t make you shirtless in this environment.”

A slash of heat weaves itself beneath the streaks of ink marring his cheeks.

I lose my air as I fit myself into the safe cocoon against his chest and wrap my arms around his waist. I’ve missed him so much more than I want to admit given that my brain has Pollux of all people playing this role in my head. “It’s been such a day.”

He holds me, and his arms are exactly as strong as I remember.

“I’m going to hate myself in the morning for all of this…”

“Why?” he murmurs into the crown of my head.

“Because my mind’s in the gutter.”

“What does that mean?”

I laugh against the damp shirt he simply should not be wearing. “It means it’s not very ladylike to entertain scandalous dreams about one of my student’s fathers. And yet I’m so tired right now, I kind of just want to drop all my efforts into the bottom of the sea.” I let the lull of his heartbeat create a whisper of music in the background. “I try so hard, Pollux. Sometimes, it feels like I’m a shadow of what I could be. There are so many rules and rights and wrongs standing in the way of everything I want to do. I couldn’t get CPS to help me with you. I couldn’t get my school board to approve new equipment. Who knows if I’ll be able to get any help from anyone if I can prove you’re part of a cult. And…Zahra. What am I even supposed to do for Zahra?”

His fingers plunge into my hair, grip, and tug my head back. “I’m sorry. Kassandra. Could you…back up for just a moment or more…?” He meets my eyes, utterly bewildered. “Did you just say I’m part of a cult?”

“Yeah. You’re in, well, real world Pollux is in a weird cult that believes faeries are real and follows the law of a guy named Cael. Who claims to be a prince. The stupid thing is how not-creepy nice the members I’ve met have been. Andromeda adores them all. But that’s how cults get you. They paint this glorious picture of acceptance until you’re too far in to leave. Then the leaders use their early love-bombing against you so you’re always questioning and reaching for something that never really existed.”

Pollux opens his mouth and shuts it. He looks elsewhere, then back at me. “So I’m abusive to my daughter and also in a cult now?”

“I’m not sure about the abusive thing at the moment. You’ve been too cute with Meda lately, and I’m starting to wonder if that time you shook her was just a panic response. Maybe single guy dads toss their kids around a bit more than I’m used to. I don’t know. I’ve seen her scale two people like a chimpanzee. Maybe she’s one of those special kids who can go flying over their handlebars and laugh it off as their knees gush blood.”

Pollux has removed his hug in favor of clamping one arm to his body and one hand to his mouth.

I want my hug back, but unlike most things in my dreams from what I remember when dreaming was a usual thing, I can’t seem to control him. Lifting my hand, I touch his wrist. “Are you all right, dreamboy?”

“I’m managing unfamiliar emotions.”

“Oh. Okay.” I tilt my head. “It’s just… Not to be rude or anything, but this is a very disappointing spicy dream so far.”

“Pardon?”

“You’re here because my brain has given up on dignity. Your job is to already be ravishing me on the bottom of the seafloor surrounded by glowing fish and brilliant coral until I forget why I was one poorly-placed thought away from crying myself to sleep.”

He glances down through the murky puddle clinging to him. “If I go down there, the sea life will morph into horrors.”

“Cool. Like angler fish? They glow. Very atmospheric for ravishing.”

He frames my cheeks in his hands. His claws just barely prick my skull, and my eyes might half-lid in response to the sensation of it. He says, “I love you.”

My heart erupts, and the sky slashes pink, red, fire.

He swears and shakes me gently. “I love you, but I have no idea what to do with you.” His lips tip down at the corners. “Faerie is a real place. Faeries are real people. You are my soulmate. I love you. And I already know you won’t believe a word I say here, but you…” He hefts a sigh. “You make me want to abandon all caution and reserve.”

A nervous laugh spills out of me. “Yeah…yeah…” I drop my attention and draw circles into his shirt. “You’re obsessed with me. Going to the ‘elf party in the woods’ really did a number on my brain cells. I’m so worried for Zahra that I would love to believe the faeries are real narrative. But, if they are, why didn’t they talk to her?”

“You went to the elf party in the woods tonight?”

“Yep. I went to a clearing in the woods tonight and watched my best friend have a breakdown. It was a real…party.”

“The average fae in Cael’s domain are charged with responsibly interacting with humans, which often means not interacting with humans they are unfamiliar with.”

“Oh for Pete’s sake,” I mutter. “Do not attempt to rationalize this. Just, I don’t know, kiss me. Give me something that’ll haunt me when I wake up so I don’t have to think about anything else in the morning. If I can’t get my head off you, I won’t have to deal with all the other stuff.”

He sweeps me into his arms, rocks me against his chest, and steps from the water onto an ink-dark surface that pulls free from the depths and shines like polished obsidian. His lips graze my forehead. “You are a temptress, but I cannot in good conscience do what you’re asking when you think this is only a dream.”

“Please?”

He swears. “If you beg, I don’t know what will happen to my morals.”

Stretching, I kiss the rough edge of his jaw and whisper in one sharply pointed ear, “Please?”

His hold on me flinches, tighter. He glances sidelong into my eyes and growls, “You are a unique torture. Give me more.”

More? I’m scraping the bottom of the barrel here. The handful of my dates rarely got past goodnight kisses in front of my college dorm. After I came back home, they happened in the car before I went to bed in my baby-blue childhood room with my stuffed animals tucked around me like sentries. Now, I spend my days picking up after small gremlins who occasionally still eat paste.

Sexy, I am not. Seductive, I am not. A touch desperate…yeah…I might be that one.

“No more?” he murmurs so softly my stomach flutters.

“I’m not entirely sure what comes next.”

He wraps his fingers in my hair and tugs my head back to expose my neck. Planting a tickling kiss firm against my skin, he rewrites the programming in my brain. I nearly hiss a curse as I grip his clothes and tremble.

“Do you want more?” he asks into my flesh.

“Pollux…yes. Please.”

He nuzzles, rough skin grazing the most sensitive parts of me. “Your scent is a drug. I’m addicted. You’re a miracle. A fantasy.” He sets me in a seat of warm darkness, kneels at my feet, and takes my bare ankle in one hand. He stares up into my eyes. “Why don’t you want to believe in the fae? Simply because you don’t think they’re real? What could gently convince you I’m real, and I’m yours, and I want to make your every dream a reality? What could I do that might ease you into my world and my life, where you belong?”

My heart lunges as he bends his head and touches a kiss to the top of my foot.

My brain shuts off so violently I’m astonished I don’t wake up. The hairs on my arms and legs prickle as a shiver plunges out across my every nerve ending.

His red eyes flash as he lays his cheek against the bridge of my foot. “Did I break you?”

Wow.

Just wow.

Who knew I was capable of such disgrace?

Honestly, I’m appalled with myself.

He is so pretty.

But what is up with my ego if I’m having him kiss my feet and sit me on thrones? Genuinely, I am concerned for the state of my soul.

Closing his eyes, he dots kisses up my shin, and I tug against his hold.

“No?” he murmurs without lifting his lips or loosening his grip. “I thought you wanted something to haunt you. I may not understand many things, but haunting is something I’m decent at.”

I clear my throat. “Well. It’s just that. I, um. I may not actually be cut out for a raunchy dream tale, you know? To my surprise, I am embarrassed.”

“Embarrassed? Why? We’re married.”

“We… Okay.” That’s not a leap I was prepared for. What is my subconscious setting up in my marriage-first mindset? This is a chair. Not a bed. Thank you very much.

“Don’t worry. I won’t go so far until you come to terms with the truth, but—” He mutters a curse. “—you are an aphrodisiac like no other. I’ve missed you so much it hurts.”

My heartbeat thunders in my ears as the lines between dream and reality blur. All at once, I’m little again and asking friends I made up in my dreams for phone numbers so I could call them when I woke up. “You could come see me,” I say. “You know where I am.”

“You’d want that?”

I don’t know. Maybe? And isn’t that a terrible thought? I want him to come see me, not because I’d like it if he’d walk his child to school, but because I want these thoughts to jumpscare me in real life. When will I ever learn that the way things are will never be the way I want them to be?

I better change the subject before I make myself sad when real world Pollux doesn’t come to see me. “I’m told you blew something up this morning,” I say.

“It happens.”

I’m curious what my suddenly, you’re married! brain will come up with, so I ask, “What exactly were you doing?”

“Running tests on the durability of an, arguably, very powerful enchanted item. I had to make sure nothing could hope to break it before I gave it to Meda. So. I blew it up a little. Perhaps a little more than expected since another experiment caught light and turned into somewhat poisonous gas.” His brows dip, pensive. “Is this…one of those things you don’t exactly approve of?”

“A little bit, yeah.”

He curses against my skin and snuggles. “How do human children survive if they can’t be around explosions even a little?”

“If I’m quite honest, I think it’s the absence of explosions that helps them.”

Frowning, he stares up at me. “Do you let children have any fun at that daycare of yours?”

“You mean my school?” I roll my eyes, slip from the chair onto the floor so we’re at the same level, and smile as he frees my leg. “No. None at all. I tried to let them have some fun, but my stupid school board says we don’t have money for fun.”

“Can you not make more money?”

“We’re small. We rely a lot on donations. We need to always be thinking ahead and watching our expenses so we can make sure we’re able to stay open.” Pulling my knees up, I wrap my arms around them. “I’ve been wanting to get a playground set for the kids for years. All we have is four boring swings, a sandbox without any sand, the gym, and a slice of cement for chalk.”

“Can the kids not make things to sell?”

I blink, lift my gaze to my monster companion, and arch a brow. “I know a fragment of my brain is not suggesting child labor. Why don’t I just send them to the coal mines? Wouldn’t their parents love that?”

He stretches one leg out and braces his arm on his other bent knee. “I’m afraid I don’t much understand the rules. If it’s something for the kids, why shouldn’t they help provide it?”

“Because they’re children. They’re supposed to be provided for.”

For several moments, Pollux stares at me, dark eyes transfixed and still. Finally, he says, “Oh. Okay.”

“What? Don’t tell me I’ve given you a horrific backstory with a terrible childhood. Parents who beat you, maybe? Why stop there? I bet they sent you to the coal mines with nothing but a crust of bread in your lunch pail.” My eyes narrow. “If you were lucky enough to have a lunch pail.”

He grunts. “Many faeries don’t have parents.”

“It got sadder. Way to go, me.”

“That’s not really the sad part.” His gaze drops to the dark sheet of stone beneath us. “I am made of fear. For humans and the brighter fae, my presence is revolting. The unseelie can handle me since we are made of similar dark pieces, but there are very few unseelie who don’t bear ill will. Fewer still who are more than beasts.”

“Sounds lonely,” I murmur.

“It has been. When you spend so much time isolated, you start to break inside.” He closes his claw against his chest, in the fabric of his shirt, and releases a tight breath before lifting his gaze to me. “You are salvation, Kassandra.”

I chuckle. “I’m really on an acid trip tonight. Humor me, though. How?”

“You are my soul’s mate. You are something powerful enough to override the fear of a dream eater. While I am a nightmare come alive, you hold reality in your palm. You can craft dreams and nightmares, truth and lies. You are the sun that eclipses me. The cure I’ve been searching my entire life for.”

My ego’s being a real drama queen tonight. Maybe I need something heavy to help with my no, you can’t have a playground bruises. “So I’m special?” I flutter my lashes. “And pretty? And powerful? And cool?” And, ultimately, totally deserving of my playground?

“You are something so feared I worry about giving you too much information all at once when you are so keen on rejecting it for reasons I am only beginning to understand run deep. You are something so dangerous I hesitate to share the truth with my best friend before I am able to make certain you understand how to handle the depths of your own self.”

“Best friend? You mentioned a best friend last time we ‘met,’ but that doesn’t match up with the narrative tonight.” I arch a brow and challenge the ability of my subconscious to maintain consistency. “I thought you were a lonely boy all by yourself in a sad corner.”

Sighing, he drags his fingers through my damp hair. “Cael is my best friend. He is also unseelie, and we have faced many ages together; however, he was able to mingle in places I could not and forge a home for himself in the light. He took on many responsibilities in an effort to build a better world for the people he cares about, including me, but his ambitions left little time for visitation.”

“Makes sense. Weird this is how my brain is breaking down the prince title. I like it better than cult leader, though.”

Pollux kisses my cheek. “We’re not a part of a cult, dearest.”

“That’s exactly what someone in a cult would say.”

“What am I going to do with you?”

“Tell me more about how cool, pretty, and interesting I am? Maybe? To make me feel better for not getting my playground.”

“You deserve an amazing playground.”

I grin. “Why, thank you. I know.”

He swears, drawing closer. “Thanking me while I’m this wrapped up in you and your soul is so cruel…”

“Should I do it again?”

“I am so tempted to say yes.”

“Thank you,” I whisper.

His lips graze the divot beneath mine, and my breath holds. “Do you want to give me your soul? If, for a moment, you can pretend this is all real, would you give me your soul?”

“Give my soul to you or to Pollux?”

“Yes.”

“I really shouldn’t give my soul to cult members. I don’t think that’s very wise.”

I taste the heat of his sigh on my tongue. “Your humanity frustrates me. Or, perhaps, it is the fact you have been raised so human that frustrates me. Humans are too mistrusting while the fae cannot lie. If you believed what I say I am, I could calm every worry you have as soon as I find the right words to say. It is easier to talk to you here, without all the false attitudes you present in the real world. I prefer seeing you as you are.”

“That sounds beautiful, dreamboy. Do you think I could run away with you to Faerie? Would your prince fund my playground? Could someone talk to Zahra and let her know her brain isn’t broken and she’s okay?”

“Okay is a pitiful descriptor. Words like fine, okay, and all right imply the lowest level of adequacy. They mean nothing. If this Zahra is your friend, she deserves better than okay.”

Deflating, I rest my head against his shoulder. “Yeah…” I lift his hand in mine, play with the darkness on his fingers. “You want to know something crazy?”

“Always.”

“For several, breathless moments, I hoped I might hear a faerie respond in those woods tonight. I want a beautiful little world that makes sense. I want the care I felt at movie night to be something safe and real. Heck, clearly I even want a cute monster boyfriend to talk to me in my dreams.”

“Husband,” he corrects.

I laugh. “Right. Husband. Goodness, we’re moving so fast.”

He mumbles, “That is what I thought. I’m beginning to think you aren’t entirely aware of some human customs, and I’m not certain what to do about it, because I know I’m very unfamiliar myself, but I have checked my sources. When you spend so much time in the trenches of the subconscious…things get…weird.”

“I’d imagine so.” I tilt my head to look at his profile.

He catches my eye once he pulls himself from calculations I can’t begin to decipher, even if we are in my own mind. He murmurs, “What is it?”

“Nothing.” I lace my fingers around his talons. “I’m glad you came to visit me again. It’s stupid. Especially given the cult vibes.”

I feel him sigh as he squeezes my hand.

Giggling, I continue, “But I kinda like being around you. And Meda. But obviously Meda. Everyone else, too. I felt it at dinner that one night, and then again at Willow’s. You’re surrounded by something so warm.”

“Am I?”

“Yeah.” I huff. “I just hope it’s love and not, like, you know, goat blood or something.”

He exhales a laugh. “I think it’s just the blessing of people who care about me, regardless of the things that make it difficult.”

Silence broken by the sound of the waves sweeps in to caress my skin. Being cared for. Regardless of anything that makes it difficult.

What a concept.

“Hey,” I whisper.

“Yes?”

“Your poor daughter doesn’t know about holidays.”

“Because human holidays are stupid and concerning.”

Ah, well, nice to know I’ve put some genetics into this head canon. “It’s Thanksgiving next week.”

“Is it really?”

“You’re depressing me.”

“Sorry. Thanksgiving. Wow. Next week? Incredible. There are going to be so many dead birds. And this, obviously, excites you—a vegetarian—doesn’t it?”

I laugh. “I just wonder if you’re doing anything for it.”

“I won’t be killing birds. I’ve never been able to find a taste for the sort of fear that comes instinctively from creatures that are too innocent to have complex thoughts.”

“Maybe I should invite you and Meda over to my house. Mom makes the best mashed potatoes in the world. And we’re a gourmet mac and cheese family, otherwise known as superior to all the families that don’t have mac and cheese on Thanksgiving.”

“I was not aware there was a prejudice.”

“Please. We’re humans. We’ll find some way to feel entitled, and if we can’t, we’ll make one up.”

Pollux runs his thumb over mine. “How…sad.”

“Is it different in Faerie?”

“At least in Cael’s domain it is. He doesn’t let anyone in if they don’t align with his code of care.”

I close my eyes. “A code of care. I love that. Arguably, it also sounds communist.”

“Arguably, communism works if all the people involved actually care about one another more than themselves.”

“Pity,” I murmur, “that we’re all too human for that.”

“Pity—” He turns his lips against the top of my head. “—that you think you are.”


Chapter 16

~~~~~~~~~~~~

Maybe I’m the monster if I’m making little girls cry…

I am a skank.

It’s an irrefutable fact now because I’m almost completely positive good, not skank girls don’t beg their student’s father to ravish them in their dreams. Like. Ever. Not even when their toilet brain has decided said father would make a stunning unseelie faerie garbed in lovely midnight shades…with really soft yet firm touches…and the kind of gentle laugh that turns my tummy inside out…

I am a skank, because—dang it all and everything and everyone—I am staring at the ceiling with a tiny cat sleeping like a croissant on my stomach and shaming myself not for having the dream itself but for getting embarrassed.

How dare I?

I could have experienced the most horrific, most depraved, most wonderful fantasy. I could have staved off my touch starvation and desire for romantic connection for at least a decade had I not stopped the course of events.

Pity it felt so real I started to panic.

Pity my real world morals tainted the blissful abandon.

They say that your true character comes out when no one is watching, so one might assume—based on that conjecture—I’m a very good girl. However, I think I would kill to return to the fantasy and listen to monster-Pollux whisper good girl in my ear.

So.

Yeah.

To make matters worse, once I drag myself out of my room to have breakfast with my sweet parents, all I can think about is the wild idea that I actually do invite my dreamboy’s real-world alter ego and his daughter to our Thanksgiving.

Hey, Mom. Hey, Dad. Can I please bring the hottest man I have ever met into our little home for a holiday? You know. If he wants to come. I think I’d like to sit beside him and eat mashed potatoes while his daughter rambles on about faeries.

By the way, I still haven’t found any proof or anything, but they might be in a cult.

Is that cool?

Are we cool with that?

The whole drive to school, I’m waffling between desperately wanting to ask my parents if it’s okay and the logic that demands associating my family with a cult is a bad idea.

It’s like associating with the mafia. The deeper I go, the harder it will be to untangle myself. I need to stay in the shallows. Or else.

Logic has never heard of biceps.

Logic pales so pitifully in the face of biceps.

Pollux has got biceps. All of them. Every muscle in the designation bicep. If provided with a marker, I could graph each and every one right on his skin.

“He also blows things up in his basement lab, you nut case,” I mutter as I park in my usual spot, in front of a school camera. “Right, and need I remind you, you’ve not actually seen him since you received that information?” My heart rate does the unthinkable and gets faster. “True. He could be hurt, and I wouldn’t know it.”

I should visit him after school. Walk Andromeda home and see if he’s all right. For her sake. Duh.

After all, if he isn’t all right, he won’t be able to take care of her properly, and Alexios seems a little more devious in his cultic commitment—what with how he’s asked for my soul several times now and all that. Weird that he didn’t join us for movie night. Weird that Pollux hadn’t been to movie night before. I best do my due diligence.

Walk Andromeda home.

Sit her father down.

Ask him about the rules his cult follows…

And, while I’m at it, I should send my mother a perfectly stale text about how one of my students has a single father who might not have anywhere to go on Thanksgiving.

Both Mom and Dad will be planning my wedding before I even get home. But, you know, I’ll have the paper trail record that implies I’m little more than a worried teacher who finds it cruel that anyone might be alone on Thanksgiving.

Grabbing my purse as though I am not swiftly descending into the madness that has infected this town ever since Andromeda and Willow showed up for a tour, I unlock the front door and find a little girl standing in the shadows—blue eyes agleam.

I look behind myself at the door I just most definitely unlocked. I remember clearly locking up the back door yesterday because Zahra was providing me with a verbal Baconian essay on why we needed to go into the woods when I did it. She had references to strengthen her three main points and everything.

“Meda…how did you…” I shake my head. “Why are you…”

She wraps her fingers around my hand. “Come on, come on! I have a surprise.”

The surprise is that she’s a master lock picker. They teach classes. In her cult.

All the same, I follow her as she takes me past the door to my office, through the main room, and out the back door. Letting go of my hand, she dances in front of me and throws her arms wide. “Tada!”

My mouth falls open as I drag my attention toward the massive playground behind her. It sprawls, filling the entire fenced-in space, dwarfing the metal swings. At one end, a boat. At the other, the façade of a mansion, complete with windows that display an elegant array of wooden furniture inside. Tucked into the middle of rock walls and slides, there’s a drive-through window with Taco Bell branding, complete with an ordering menu carved into the wood signs and painted with deep purples.

It is majestic.

It is…impossible.

Dazed, I trail toward the thing and dare to touch it.

Real wood.

How much could this possibly cost? Clearly, it was made from scratch. Designed from scratch, even.

“How?” I whisper, drifting toward a polished wood slide shined and slick and blazing red. “I don’t…” The rocks on the climbing wall. They’re real chunks of smooth agate protected in rubber sleeves.

I…don’t understand what’s happening.

Maybe I’m still dreaming?

If I’m not, I need to get the right paperwork filed in accordance with playground safety. Then I also need to figure out how to inform the school board of this.

Can I mark it off as a charitable donation?

Did…did Pollux organize for this to happen? Overnight?

That can’t be possible.

Even if he’s that wealthy, getting people to do things in a timely manner is like herding cats. There’s too much red tape and forms and miscommunications and…

And it’s impossible.

It feels like my mind is splintering.

“Merry Christmas!” Andromeda cheers. “Pila and her sisters grew the wood since we couldn’t take things from Faerie without waiting at least a week for the glamour to wear off and the magic to siphon away. Ollie, Brittny, Yama-nii-nii, and my mothers have some recent construction experience—even though Willow, hereby known as Mother, said ew, no, that sounds like manual labor, I’m staying home. Sephin, who is Yama-nii-nii’s friend and on Uncle Cael’s council, drew up the blueprints. Uncle Cael orchestrated the tasks, and I think he’s submitting the right paperwork, too, so an inspector should stop by in the next few weeks.” She runs to the Taco Bell window, pulls one of several large wooden containers off a back shelf, and places it on the drive-through sill. “Mother did come by during construction with some snacks and gave us some things to play fast food restaurant with today at recess. You can just use your humanity to tell the inspector that no children were playing on the equipment before he had a chance to come out. Oh.” Her bright eyes flick up to meet mine. “Sephin did the blueprinting at Mother’s house, and Lana made a royal decree that there had to be a Taco Bell drive through, so that’s why Mother knew about it. Does that explain everything?”

Um.

No.

No, that hardly explains anything. I’m not Zahra, so even just the waterfall of all those names is getting lost on their way to where they are meant to connect in my head. It’s static upstairs.

Andromeda is bubbling.

I don’t think I’m responding correctly.

I’m broken. Forget Pollux’s Did I break you? last night, like father, like daughter.

She is not telling me that her cult banded together and built me a playground. She simply isn’t. I’m still dreaming. Except I don’t think I am.

My dreams are shockingly lifelike, but…I can always tell. The dream world feels different on my skin, as though the very essence of it is pouring from my veins.

Andromeda holds a cookie out for me. I stare at her long enough for her smile to fall. “You hate it,” she whispers.

I snap out of my head. “No, no, Meda. I just… I can’t… How?”

Her lip juts. “I just told you how.”

I crouch at the window in the wood chips I didn’t even compute until now. They’re fresh. The woody scent fills my chest. “No, sweetie. Really, how? How did you manage this? All in one night? How much did it possibly cost? And where did you get the money? Did Pollux really fund all of this?” Combing my fingers back through my hair, getting them stuck on my messy bun, I say, “Why didn’t I get any alerts from the security sensors when cars passed them?”

Andromeda watches me. “Because. We all walked.”

“You all carried all this wood here on foot?”

“Pila and her sisters grew it right here. Mom, Lana, and Uncle Cael used spells to cut it. Ollie transformed into a smaller Fenrir form to make sure the trees didn’t fall on the school when we chopped them down.” She shifts her weight from one foot to the other. “I’m pretty sure Uncle Cael also cast a barrier so we wouldn’t bother any humans with anything that they could perceive. Among other things, Brittny was blasting Ollie’s music on her phone the whole time, and it was the middle of the night.”

This crouch isn’t cutting it. I think I need to sit down.

Zahra is going to be here soon.

But I already know she won’t be a voice of reason. After last night, she may hardly be functional today.

“You don’t believe me,” Andromeda whispers. “Why don’t you believe me?”

“Sweetie… Faeries aren’t real.”

Something in Andromeda’s eyes cracks. Putting the cookie back, she stuffs the container into the shelf, smudges a tear off her cheek, and murmurs, “I know humans don’t believe in things as easily as the fae do…but I also thought you were supposed to be different.” Sniffling, she runs back up to the school building before I can respond.

It takes me a minute to gather enough sanity to drag myself inside to check on her, but when I have, she’s already gone.


Chapter 17

~~~~~~~~~~~~

Hugs are science, dang it.

Zahra, deadpan and arms crossed, slips from the top to the bottom of one of the three slides that spill off the new playground. The second after her boots hit the wood chips, she states, “Zahra has found joy.”

I sigh from where I’m sitting precariously on the rail of the pirate ship, legs tossed over the side. The thing is some ten feet off the ground. It has a captain’s quarters. With a captain’s desk. And a carved ocean map—complete with sea monsters. And, for the love of all things good in the world, there’s a real sextant beside a telescope and compass on top of it.

The kids today went utterly ballistic when they saw their new playground.

Riley’s scream is still shattering the sound barrier.

“The fae know what they’re doing,” Zahra notes as she gets a cookie from a container at the Taco Bell window. The food really needs to go inside the kitchen. Shame I can’t move.

Gazing out at the roof of the school, and a gutter line packed with so many leaves it’s criminal, I say, “Hm…?”

“They made it all adult-sized. They are smart.”

“Right.” I’m glad she’s acting normal today. I hope she’s okay on the inside, too. Sometimes, she puts on such a tough exterior, it’s hard for me to tell if she needs help. And, if you try to ask, you get some comment about how it’s not as bad as something that happened in her childhood.

Like, I don’t know, that time her brother locked her in a closet for a few days because she offended him. No food. No water.

Sometimes, I want to murder people.

“Come down here and order some cookies,” Zahra says.

I drag my attention toward her and feel as though I need to sew an assortment of Taco Bell uniforms. Multiple sizes. Embroidered purple and white bells with themed quotes. Aprons, too. Because beside the little food prep area tucked into the back of the drive through, there’s an empty uniform closet. And I really, really need to get those cookies brought inside…

Swinging my legs back onto the deck, I take a slide off the pirate ship and make my way to the window.

Zahra beams. “Welcome to Girl Scout Cookies ’R’ Us. What can I get started for you?”

“Whatever has chocolate.”

Zahra meanders through the tubs and places four different cookies on one of the napkins I brought out earlier in a meager effort to keep some level of sanitation here. There is, after all, a carved sanitation rating with a comical 100 just to the left of the window.

It is my personal belief that the person who made it has either never met a child or accidentally added an extra zero.

Zahra presents the cookies with a blinding smile. “That will be five million dollars. I accept card, but there’s a three dollar discount for cash.”

I glance at the wooden register drawer, computer, and card reader. It’s not real, like the freaking telescope and sextant, but the drawer does have compartments when you pull it out, and childhood imagination can go such a long way. “I left my card and cash at home.”

Zahra pouts one hazard-green lip. “Oh no. In that case, you can always do the dishes for seventy million years.”

“Fast food doesn’t have dishes.”

Zahra blinks, thinks, huhs. “Well, then I guess it’s free.”

I take a cookie and nibble, realizing about a full school day and seven seconds too late that I probably one thousand percent should not have allowed the kids to have any cookies that potentially came from cult members. In a tragic turn of mental illness, this realization doesn’t stop me from my munching.

If we go down, at least we’ll go down together.

Then I won’t have to worry about Andromeda hating me.

“Shame the faeries forgot to add a little therapist office. Maybe you can lie on the map table in the pirate ship and I can ask questions from the captain desk?” Snatching a lemon cookie for the road, Zahra pops out the open wall of the drive-through and takes my hand. “That is an excellent idea. Come on. I’ll move the sextant.”

“I just don’t understand how this is possible.”

“Faeries are real, and they like you more than me. What’s there to understand?”

My heart twists. “Zahr.”

“What? It’s true.”

“Are you okay?”

“Okay is bad language according to faeries.”

Monster-Pollux told me that just last night. Had I heard it before then?

Or is my reality mixing with my dreams and creating a fantasy chaos I’ll never escape?

Zahra continues, “I am not well, if you’re curious about that. But of course I’m not. I hear voices and dress up to play video games on camera three times a week. My mental health is abysmal. Nothing has changed in the last forty-eight hours. Apart from the fact I now have a playground slide that fits my—” She swears. “So, honestly, things are looking up. I am thriving.” She bites into the lemon cookie and stares at me. “How ’bout you? You well?”

Well on my way to a breakdown, sure.

I massage my temple as a headache throbs up the back of my neck. “Faeries can’t be real.”

“Why not?”

“Because magic doesn’t make any sense. There are rules and laws of nature.”

“You know how people threw a fit over pasteurized milk, because it was new and scary? And how we add annatto to cheddar in order to keep it a consistent shade of yellow? Change, new ideas, differences, it’s all unnerving, especially to people who plaster smiles on their faces and who train themselves to constantly walk delicate lines in order to keep the peace and be liked.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask.

“I don’t know. You deal with the entitled parents of kids who can afford a cute little private school with a cap of eight-to-one student-teacher ratios, not me. I’m just the lovable guard dog who assures said entitled parents that their kids won’t grow up to be utter—” She swears. “—to people who look different. You know. Like Jesus wants. I’m here to take bullets and guilt parents with fragile religious beliefs who somehow think the whole love one another thing means shame the ones who don’t have your same convictions into heaven because that’s how it—” She swears. “—works.” Her voice rises. “That’s my job.”

I wince. “Zahra…”

“What?” she states.

I don’t know what to say.

Turning away, she takes a breath and angles her face upward. “Sorry. I shouldn’t be yelling at you. It’s not your fault. I’m used to neglect. Why should it be any different with the fae?”

Closing my eyes, I swallow a lump forming in my throat. “Maybe…they aren’t really allowed to talk to humans.”

A bitter laugh bursts from her. “Right. That’s why Meda talks to us all the time.”

“I mean, maybe the other faeries in Prince Cael’s domain aren’t allowed to interact with humans. Maybe they’re charged with responsible interaction, which may mostly mean not interacting with anyone they’re not familiar with. What if Meda and her father are allowed because they’ve already gone through whatever legal processes let them live in the human world to begin with? Also, how can we forget, there’s some kind of evil faerie prince drama happening right now. Pollux and Meda seem closer to the faerie prince than most in an entire kingdom logically would be. Maybe they know more about the situation, but everyone else has been warned against interacting with unfamiliar people until things are sorted.”

Zahra’s eyes roll as she glares at me. “Oh look who’s suddenly a believer.”

“I’m not. I’m just trying to find reasons for this, for your thing, for everything. Okay?” And now my voice is pitching. And I want to cry. And maybe scream.

Without warning, Zahra stuffs the rest of her cookie in her mouth, marches up to me, grabs me, and crushes me in a bear hug.

I don’t know how long it lasts—just two women standing under a playground set in front of a mock Taco Bell drive-through window, hugging and trying not to cry—but when Zahra sniffles and pulls away, I feel marginally better.

“Science,” she says. “Hugs are science.”

My lips part, but all I can come up with is, “It’s true.”

“I am going to cry under my bike helmet on my way home now. I appreciate your friendship. If I call in sick tomorrow, it’s because I broke into a lab and contracted a plague. Please don’t cancel school. No one needs to know you’re breaking the law by not having two adults present.”

I gape a moment, then say, “Please don’t contract a plague. I will have to cancel school.”

Zahra heaves a sigh. “You’re such a goody-two-shoes. Fine. Catching up missed school days around the holidays is annoying. In that case, I request that we watch educational movies all day and assign nothing that needs to be graded. I recommend The Ritual. It’s a comprehensive guide of what not to do when hiking. After that, The Forest, which teaches us that when our family members go to Japan without us, we should abandon them if they go missing because they aren’t good people if they didn’t invite us in the first place.”

“I don’t even think I want you to summarize those lessons for the kids.”

“Darn.”

“I love you, Zahr.” Tangling my fingers in front of my dress, I try to force at least half a smile. “If my love counts toward anything at all.”

Her eyes narrow. “Stupid. Of course it counts.” Sniffing, she marches past me. “Idiot. I don’t have my helmet on yet.” Her voice wobbles with the onset of tears. “You suck. Goodbye. Be good. I love you. You’re the best.” She swears and disappears beyond the school building.

I give the playground a final look before I take myself inside.

The last thing I expect to see after I’ve closed things down for the day and dragged myself out to my car is Pollux and Andromeda sitting on the sidewalk in front of the school.

The sight alone stops me in my tracks, but when Pollux turns and his eyes meet mine, I lose all my air. My mind paints the whites black and the deep browns red. It threads veins of ink across his pale skin and tips each finger with a claw.

He rises and dusts off the seat of his jeans—not that I’m watching or anything. For the record, I’m actually looking at my shoes. My feet are very interesting.

And.

Like.

Kissable.

Apparently.

Red explodes over my cheeks.

“Kassandra,” he states.

Smile. Smile. Smile. Smile.

I can’t do it. Not after this morning. Not after forcing myself to in front of the kids all day. Not after the conversation I just had with Zahra.

I can’t do it.

So I just lift my attention to his face and hope I don’t look quite as hopeless as I feel.

Making matters so much worse, he says, “Can we talk? The three of us?”

Because I don’t have the energy for anything else, I simply nod.


Chapter 18

~~~~~~~~~~~~

Tantrums are age-appropriate behavior.

I’m sitting on one side of a red booth in my favorite Italian restaurant. It has low lighting and faux leather menus and authentic Italian music whispering atmospherically from a speaker somewhere. It’s familiar enough that I hoped it would bring me calm. Unfortunately, I’m seated across from Pollux and Andromeda and fighting not to fidget. Or move. At all. Because I have secured the one place I know for certain I am not bumping knees with Pollux under the table, and everything else is a Battleship game I am not prepared for emotionally.

Andromeda hasn’t said a word.

She’s coloring the plain back of a child’s menu a vicious, unexplained blob of red.

It feels like I’m in trouble.

Like I’ve spilled the truth about Santa and parents are mad at me because I didn’t want to lie to their child. Relationships are built on a foundation of trust, after all. What is a child going to think when they find out the person they trust the most has been crafting an elaborate lie around them for years?

I know I felt betrayed.

I still have the apology card—with an essay explanation—from my father tucked away in a memory box somewhere.

But this isn’t about Santa—something adults understand isn’t real. This is about faeries—something Pollux believes in. Beliefs are a delicate subject, because like Zahra mentioned earlier, it’s not my job to convict anyone’s kids or teach them what I believe. It’s my job to give them the tools they need to live kindly, with love and intelligence, so they can find their own beliefs.

The water of right and wrong is often murky.

Just like the water around my dreamboy last night.

Before he lifted me out of it and set me on a throne and told me things that are haunting me—just like I asked him to.

I do not think I can stare harder at my menu. It is not humanly possible.

I have read fettuccine so many times, I think I may actually know how to spell it now.

Why did I suggest coming out to dinner to talk? Did I think the carbs would help me stomach a potential that I’m being sued for not calling the cops the second Andromeda disappeared this morning?

After all the other ways authorities have failed me concerning her and Pollux, I didn’t think the trouble would make anything better. But that doesn’t mean I shouldn’t have done the correct thing.

Everything feels so very, very wrong.

Why didn’t I just take this conversation like a man right then and there in front of the school instead of subjecting myself to this painful silence?

Surely I wasn’t subconsciously attempting to offer access to apology pocket food in the shape of calzones, stromboli, and ravioli. I’ve never been in situations quite like these before, and I have absolutely no idea how to react.

My nerves are shot.

My natural defenses and routines and survival mechanisms are falling to pieces around me.

Pollux clears his throat.

I force myself not to shrink.

“About this morning…” he begins, then he looks at Andromeda. “Dear one?”

She slinks down in her seat. “I’m sorry I left the way I did. I know better. And when we know better, we should do better.”

He’s…making her apologize to me?

I’m speechless.

“She didn’t want to tell you all by herself,” he says.

I look between them. “You’re not upset with me?”

A thick, dark brow rises. “Why would I be upset with you?”

“I…told your daughter that faeries aren’t real.”

His head tilts. “She knows that humans can struggle with the truth. It shouldn’t have been that shocking. For her. In the context in which it happened. For her.” He glances at the now-puddle of Andromeda on the seat. I can only see a few curls beyond the edge of the table. Gripping her hair, he pulls her back up, and I tense.

She crosses her arms and frowns at him. “Ow.”

“Did that really hurt?” he grumbles.

Huffing, she looks out at the restaurant.

Pollux sighs and returns his attention to me. “It is painful to not be believed, but it’s not something we can or should force. It’s also not something we should attempt to manipulate with our behavior, but emotions are complicated, and Meda’s a little too young to fully manage hers. Don’t let her display interfere with your emotional response.”

“Zahr-Zahr and Mrs. Role are my best friends,” she mumbles. “My feelings are wounded, but I feel even worse for Zahr-Zahr, because this means you don’t believe her, either.” She shoots me a lethal scowl before she goes back to looking at the other people in the restaurant.

Her words hit me straight through the chest like a dagger.

Pollux flicks Andromeda in the back of the head.

She whips full around and bites him.

As though a child isn’t latched onto his arm by her teeth, he provides me with an exhausted expression, grips her hair, and attempts to casually tug her off.

She doesn’t budge.

His voice drones. “I’m almost positive this isn’t entirely approved behavior for your feeble sensibilities, Kassandra. For that, I apologize.”

I don’t even know where to begin in the correctness of his statement.

But, hey, at least I know why biting has been mentioned several times now.

One mystery solved.

Yippee.

An equally-concerned waitress appears to take our orders and bring us a saucer of herbs and olive oil to go with a sliced baguette. Andromeda only unlatches for half a second to tell her father that she wants both the calzone and the ravioli. Then she chomps back down.

He gives up on pulling her off in favor of rubbing one eye. “I’m so sorry about this.”

She grabs his shirt and shakes him. “You’re ashamed of me now?”

“Meda. Your emotions are important, but they are not the only ones that are.”

Scowling, she slips under the table, effectively bumping my knee into Pollux’s.

With his heat leeching through his jeans to meet my bare leg, I attempt to remember what I’m supposed to do in a situation that I have never been in before. I’m stuck like a deer in headlights, my brain utterly focused on the sensation of Pollux’s leg against mine.

“How do you like your playground?” Pollux asks, breaking me from the trance into territory I somewhat understand how to navigate.

“It’s amazing. I’ve never seen anything like it. I still don’t understand how it was possible to construct in such a short time. Did you…fund it?”

Andromeda pokes her angry face up beside me and Kubrick stares. “If only you had cameras fixed at the backyard with recorded footage you could pull up.”

“Andromeda,” Pollux growls, and she sinks back under the table. Pressing his hand to his eyes, he deflates and mutters, “I’m beginning to wonder if I’ve not added enough enrichment to your enclosure. Perhaps you are at the age where I should be sending you out on solo quests.”

Beneath the table the tiny chant of quest quest quest arises.

I whisper, “Please don’t do that.”

Andromeda kicks me in the ankle, and, somehow, now one of Pollux’s knees is sandwiched between mine. “Kiss her, Daddy.”

“Meda,” he grits.

“Do it.”

Rocking his body to the side, he reaches under the table. The action traps one of my legs firmly between his.

But I’m not paying attention to that.

I’m far, far away. In a lovely dream. Where nothing is going wrong or weird. I’m a survivor, truly. On an island somewhere. The beach is very beachy this afternoon. I don’t think I’ll bother spelling S.O.S. in the sand. Being adrift in the middle of nowhere constitutes a wonderful vacation.

Which reminds me.

My extra long Thanksgiving weekend starts soon.

And I should invite Pollux and Andromeda to my parents’ house.

Because I have something clinically wrong with me.

“Do not push me to punish you,” Pollux hisses, breaking up my pretty fantasies of coconuts and tiny umbrellas. “I don’t readily know how to.”

A raspberry blows.

An inhuman rumble emanates from Pollux’s chest.

“You can’t intimidate me,” Andromeda sasses. “Mrs. Role won’t let you hurt me.”

“Care to bet on that, little girl?”

Andromeda squeaks, “No.”

“That’s what I thought. Sit in the corner and behave yourself until your emotions level out.” Rising, Pollux fixes his glare on me. “I do suppose you wouldn’t appreciate it if I told her to walk home.”

My mouth is dry. Because it has been hanging open for a little while. I give my head a slight shake and say, “…no. I don’t think that’s the best idea.” We’re five miles away from their home. Her legs are tiny. It would take her hours. She would get kidnapped.

He grunts. “Well, there goes my single disciplinary idea.”

“I think timeout is an excellent choice.”

His eyes narrow. “Timeout?”

“Telling her to sit until she calms down. Timeout. It’s a good punishment.”

He scrubs a hand down his mouth. “Dearest…that’s not discipline.”

“Of course it is.”

“Surely not.”

“Surely yes.”

He stabs a finger against the table and leans forward. “Do you know what Andromeda is doing right now?”

“Sitting and calming down. Letting her emotions and her thoughts find a place where they can meet rationally. As you asked her to.”

“Plotting revenge.”

I press my lips together.

I tilt myself back and find Andromeda in the corner under the table, rocking and muttering to herself. Her blue eyes spark when she finds me looking. She hisses.

I sit back up. “Noted.” We’ve not touched our bread and oil, so I dare to get a piece now and swirl it in the herbs. “Being a parent is hard.” Especially of gifted kids who somehow manage to get entire playgrounds to appear overnight. The gifted kids are the most difficult ones to manage because they’re so used to being right.

Very calmly, Pollux has a minor breakdown. “I don’t know when I’m doing parenting right. I’ve read so many books, but nothing seems to be an adequate guide for such a mixed level of maturity. When it comes to interpersonal relationships, I have a pitiful amount of practice. Cael was always the one who led and knew how to interact with people. And Castor…”

Castor.

That’s the person who is upset with Cael. The bad prince.

Most of the people Pollux knows have such interesting names.

“What about Castor?” I ask as I take a bite of my bread.

Pollux locks his jaw. “He didn’t care. I do.”

My brow furrows. “He didn’t care?”

“When you don’t care, it’s easier to exist. You don’t have to worry about whether you’re doing things correctly or not. You just don’t care.”

“That doesn’t seem like a good relationship to have.”

Pollux reaches for a piece of bread, tears it in half, and puts it under the table. “It wasn’t. But that’s the problem when you’re the one in the relationship who cares, and the other person isn’t.”

I chew my bread and don’t know if this is the moment when I provide encouragement and suggest that he’s doing a good job or not. Validating that he’s in a cult with his daughter is not exactly the best choice here, I think. Also, the many bottles of liquor in his house. And the hair pulling. Her sweet little curls should not be pulled, and I feel like I need to stand by that.

Even if she’s presenting distinct gremlin behavior and doesn’t seem to be under any sort of duress.

Yep.

Let’s hold off on the you’re a good father for just another minute. For the sake of my sanity. Which I am quite quickly losing grasp of.

I ask, “Do you have any friends who are parents? I’m sure they understand feeling just as lost as you.”

Pollux exhales a laugh. “You have met most of the people I consider precious. They have yet to rear children of their own.”

I’m not going to say I love that he refers to his friends as precious people. But I do. It’s beautiful, and once again I’m in awe of his mind. “So you don’t have any other more experienced parents you can talk to?”

“No.”

Have I asked my parents about adding people to our Thanksgiving?

Nope.

Am I almost certain it will be okay…

…for everyone but me…?

Yep.

Neat, neat. Cool, cool.

“Would you like to come to my house for Thanksgiving, if you don’t already have plans? My parents had a single daughter to deal with, too, so they might be able to offer words of encouragement or comfort.”

And we’ll just ignore the possibility I’m inviting a potential cult member to my house. To be fair, it’s a small town, and if these cult members can raise a playground overnight, I’m sure finding my address is about two Google searches for them. But. Anyway.

A curly mass pops up into the seat beside Pollux. “I want to go.” She presents her hand.

Pollux puts another piece of bread in her palm. “You weren’t invited.”

My heart leaps. “No, no. She absolutely is. I’m sorry. The invitation extends to both of you.”

“Ha,” she declares.

A low hum resonates in Pollux’s chest. “Will you stop behaving poorly now and promise not to behave poorly in front of her parents?”

Andromeda reels. “You want me to promise? I’m a little girl.”

“And yet you are not just a little girl.”

Andromeda gnaws on her crust of bread for a moment, then sighs. “I promise to do my best to behave appropriately in front of Mrs. Role’s parents for the duration of the Thanksgiving event we have been invited to if this oath is acceptable to my daddy.”

“An excellent oath. I accept it.” He pats the seat next to him, and she pops up fully, swings around, and is bouncing merrily when the food arrives.

After the plates have been situated on the small table, Pollux says, “We’d be honored to join you for the celebration. Are there any protocols or expectations I should be made aware of?”

Right. I forgot. Because your cult doesn’t do holidays, I need to explain the holiday. Hopefully this doesn’t get them in trouble with their “prince.” “Usually, my family just goes around the table during the meal and says something we’re thankful for. That’s about it.”

Just a meal.

With my family.

And two members of a faerie cult.

No big deal.

Twirling a fork in my pasta, I drown myself in the carbs in order to keep from thinking about what I’ve just done.


Chapter 19

~~~~~~~~~~~~

Magic. Isn’t. Real.

After dropping Pollux and Andromeda off at their home, I head back to the school. Whether I’m procrastinating letting my parents know what I’ve done or if what Andromeda said earlier has stuck, I’m not sure.

I shouldn’t even be entertaining the nonsense possibility that faeries are real, but here I am in my office pulling up the backyard camera footage from last night.

“Let’s see how they did it…” I murmur as the video scrolls back.

Playground. Playground. Zahra and me at the playground. Kids on the playground for today’s recess. Playground. Playgr—

Nothing.

My heart thuds.

I pause, bring the feed right up to the moment the playground just appears, and…watch a crackle of static take place before it’s simply there. Rewinding, I watch it. Again and again. I check the hours, make sure no time was lost, I scan the video for any proof of tampering, any small visible motion that cuts out the second the playground appears out of nowhere.

It’s stupid, of course, to think that someone would build me a playground then hack into my cameras to mask the whole event, but I’m grasping for an answer that isn’t Silly Kass, that’s when Cael dropped his faerie barrier, duh.

My eyes narrow on a single leaf blowing in the back corner. The static hits. And…

The little leaf finishes settling.

I swallow, lean back in my chair, and stare at the wall above my monitor. My ironic Hang In There cat poster mocks me, weeping eyes staring feebly from where the little gray thing clings to a tree branch.

I whisper, “Magic isn’t real.”

I stand and repeat the words.

Walking to my car, I get in and drive home and make it up the steps of my parents’ little brick house. I hesitate at the front door, my hand inches from turning the knob. I’m being an idiot. Somehow. Because magic isn’t real. It can’t be real. And if it were real, it wouldn’t include me in its escapades. I’m average. Unassuming. The most interesting thing about me is my wardrobe. Apart from that, I’m just like any other thirty-something stuck at home with her parents because she traded out her dating years in favor of crying over student essays.

Magic isn’t real, but I do need to talk to my parents about the questionable decisions I’ve made this evening.

I push inside. “Mom? Dad?”

“Living room,” Dad calls, so I head there and find my father peering at a sudoku puzzle. Brows raised to the line of his fading red curls, he marks in a number, glances my way above his glasses, and lowers the book. “What’s wrong, Kasserole?”

I’m losing my mind. That’s what’s wrong. I’m going bonkers.

Is this how Zahra has felt for her entire life?

I pin a weak smile in place. “One of my students is from a single-parent household, so I invited him and his daughter to our Thanksgiving. I hope that’s all right?”

“Him?” My mother’s voice creeps from behind me, and I turn to come face-to-face with her. My mother is everything I am—except for our hair. The same brown eyes, slender frame, smile. Her head tilts. “There’s a him coming to dinner next Thursday?”

“And this is the first we’re hearing of it?” my father chides. “Aren’t we supposed to know about these things before it’s serious enough for meeting the parents?”

“It’s nothing like that.” I squash my brain’s depiction of Pollux down somewhere the light will never see it. “I just didn’t want them to be alone on the holiday.” I yawn. “I’m actually pretty tired, so I think I’m going to turn in.” And have a conniption in private. Like one does.

“It is pretty late for you to be getting home.” My father closes his reading glasses. “Do you not want dinner?”

“No, thank you. I got something earlier, then finished some stuff up at the school. I thought I texted. Sorry if I forgot.”

He hums. “That’s all right. I’m glad you made it home safe.”

“Is your student’s single father cute?” Mom asks.

I gasp. “Mother. Dad is right here.” And then I yawn again. For effect.

“Are you feeling well, honey? It’s very early for you to be going to bed.” Mom touches my forehead with her frozen fingers. “You’re very warm.”

I step back. “Actually, you’ve just teleported here from the arctic. I’m fine. Promise. It’s just been one of those long days.”

Concern fills Mom’s eyes, but she shifts her attention back to the single dad I’m inviting over. “Do we need to get a small turkey for your single father?”

For starters, he’s not my anything.

Backing down the hall, I clear my throat. “Um. No. They’re also vegetarian.”

“Marry him,” my father says, helpfully.

I let a dry laugh free. “Good night.” Tucking myself into my room, I find my sweet little Chai curled up on my pillow and sigh.

Vampire cat.

No, vampires aren’t real, and if they were, they’d be bats. Because they’re always bats, and I don’t want to talk or think about it. Period.

Chai stretches, coos, and comes half awake as I drop my purse in the chair at my desk. I slip out of my shoes. Once I’ve sat down on my bed, he happily bounds to me and bonks his head into my side. He’s floppily wiggling in my lap before I can hope to stop him. He doesn’t bite or scratch when I rub his little tummy. And he hasn’t bitten or scratched the entire time I’ve had him.

So if he is a vampire, logic demands he’s starving.

Where did Pollux even get a cat?

And why did he give it to me?

Andromeda probably would have loved a cat. Clearly, he bought food for it, so it makes no sense that I ended up with it.

Nothing makes sense.

My head hurts.

“Faeries aren’t real,” I whisper. I’ve grown up. I know better.

I…

Need to talk to Pollux.

So I get ready for bed, close my eyes, and dream.

ᴥ

Pollux swears as he collides in my consciousness. Whipping around on the shore of my island, he finds me and stares. “Dearest…”

I march across the sand, which is swiftly turning gray beneath his bare feet. “I looked up the video footage.”

“The…video footage…”

“Of the school yard last night.”

His sharp teeth click before he says, “Ah.”

“It doesn’t make any sense. None. Magic isn’t real.”

Swiping his hand to the back of his neck, he grumbles, “Well, not with that attitude.”

A deranged laugh spills from my chest, and I rake my fingers through my curls while I pace on the beach. “I mean, if magic were real, and if you were really Pollux, how come I controlled the fact you’re here right now? Hm? It’s super early because I am utterly exhausted. I doubt you’re already out gallivanting and doing whatever it is dream eaters do.”

“To say I’m surprised you could summon me from the physical realm to the dream plane would be a lie, so I’ll just say I hope the reagent I was testing is not overly flammable.” He flexes his fingers, takes a step forward, and stops my frantic pacing. Arms braced at my elbows, he murmurs, “Focus on me.”

I lift my attention and feel a palpable ease melt into my flesh. If magic is real, this is real. He is real. And…

Nope.

Actually, that ease was panic in disguise.

I rub my knuckles together so fast it’s shocking they don’t catch flame.

If this is real, this man thinks we’re married and soulmates. He’s knelt at my feet and done things that haunt me constantly. He haunts me constantly. I’ll never find rest again if a supernatural monster creature wants me for some reason.

Lowering his face to my neck, he plants a dreadful kiss against my skin. “Take a breath.”

I let air fill my lungs and grow dazed with the way the tip of his nose grazes my throat.

“Good girl.” His voice rumbles.

My stomach dips, and there it is…my good girl. More proof I’m somehow in control of this, even though it doesn’t feel like I am at all.

He wraps me up in his arms. “You told me last night you wished these things were real. What’s wrong now?”

“They just can’t be.”

“Why?”

“Because.” I press my face against his chest and break my hands apart so I can cling, absorbing his warmth. “If it is, everything I’ve been taught to know is wrong. If it is, I’ve spent decades fitting myself into something I don’t…I don’t think I am. If it is, I don’t know what I’m supposed to do, who I’m supposed to be, how I’m supposed to continue being mature and responsible and right. Not when everything has changed. How will I keep being a teacher? How will I get up every morning and drive to school and teach kids about science and math and grammar and not about an entire world just out of sight?”

“You can teach them about it.”

I grip his shirt in my fists. “Right. Sure. Because their parents would like that. Faerie doesn’t seem to be common knowledge among humans, and one can assume there’s a reason for that. Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Faerie isn’t about magical forests or unusual creatures. It’s not about spells or powers or unique abilities. It’s a land as vast as imagination and belief, full of diversity and emotions so condensed they birthed living beings. You teach Faerie whenever you teach kindness, respect, and consideration for the oddities that are present in your world. You teach Faerie whenever you let a child know they aren’t too much. You teach Faerie with encouragement and gentleness, when you let the wild and free spirit be.”

A tear slips down my cheek and soaks into his shirt. “I wish…someone had taught me Faerie. I’ve spent my entire life stuffing myself into the expected boxes, monitoring the correct responses to every line, practicing expressions in the mirror, stopping myself from being too hyper or too talkative. It’s the female experience. I’ve written it all off as the lot many women are just born with. It’s the role I have to play to keep the peace in my life. But now I don’t know who I am, Pollux.” I lift my face to find his. “Do you?”

Cupping my cheek, he swipes a tear away with his thumb. “Yes. You are mine.”

“That doesn’t really help me with my whole identity crisis here, dreamboy. I cannot find myself if myself is reliant on you.”

He chuckles. “Being mine means you must undoubtedly be a terror to behold, a strength unlike any other, a majestic, untamed creature of unfathomable beauty.”

“Modest, aren’t you?”

“Quite. The fae cannot lie. To be mine, you must match me in equally opposite pieces. Our shapes must pair and fill one another perfectly. We are what one another needs, desires, and wants. You are everything I lack and a better imagining of everything I am.”

I glance at his claw. “How messed up am I if what I need, desire, and want is a monster?”

“I’d dare to suggest that your ability to overlook my monstrous parts makes you far less messed up than many.”

I stare at him. “No. See. I’m not overlooking them.”

His head tilts.

“I’m attracted to all of…this.”

His brows rise.

In order to clarify, I say, “Smash.”

It takes him a moment to understand I’m referring to smash or pass, but the second he gets it, red plunges up his neck and out along his pointed ears. “Oh.” He presses the back of his hand to his mouth and averts his eyes. “Well.”

“Just so you know, if this is real and I’m actually saying these words to a real person, I will shoot myself.”

“Please, please don’t do that.” His throat bobs, and he can’t seem to bring himself to look at me anymore. “I just… I’m not certain you understand how tremendous it is for me to be…wanted, like this.” He shivers before dragging his attention back to me. “I am not usually someone so easily welcomed. I serve a purpose. I have a use. I play my role in the shadows and watch others shine.”

“It’s hard to constantly be playing a role, isn’t it? I would know.” I exhale a laugh. “After all, that’s my name.”

“Is it not human custom in this country to take on the male’s last name when wed?”

“I could hyphenate.” I pause. “Wait. Why are you so convinced we’re married?”

“Because we are?”

I let out a big breath. “You know what? I can only handle so many layers of insanity right at this exact moment. Can we bench the relationship, soulmate, married stuff until I come to terms with the other stuff being maybe real?”

“I am in no rush to savor you.”

Hot dang. Isn’t that just a statement?

Hooking a finger beneath my chin, he peers at me with so much tenderness in his expression it’s a miracle I don’t melt into a puddle. “How can I help make things easier for you as your beliefs transition?”

“I’m tempted to ask for proof. Something solid that I can’t hope to deny.”

“I’m hesitant to provide it.”

My eyes roll. “Because your magic is spooky? I don’t think I care.” I reference my pretty perfect island. “Turn this into a horror film. I fell asleep when Zahra tried to show me her favorite, most chilling, most gruesome movie ever. She took selfies of me snoring and captioned them Just an eepy bean unfazed by the pretty entrails.”

Pollux’s smile grows warmer before he kisses my forehead. “Every moment I stop myself from claiming you is a physical pain. My soul is desperate to bind yours to mine.”

“Can you explain what you mean?”

“When soulmates find one another, they must choose whether they want to accept the bond or not. The process of acceptance is to claim. Claiming can be either verbalized or marked with a kiss here.” He touches a nailtip to my bottom lip. “Soulmates are sacred. Precious. It is a bond like no other. Until very recently when Cael received his, I did not think it possible for an unseelie to have. You are a blessing I have only just begun in the past few months to expect.”

“Wow. That seems kind of racist or something, to not let the unseelie have soulmates.”

“Many unseelie are not worthy of the love that comes with a soulmate.”

I grimace. “What are you talking about? Everyone is worthy of love. Even the worst people in the world are worthy of it, regardless of whether or not they deserve it. I believe everyone has an innate worth. Living up to that potential sometimes is where we fall so short.”

“Perhaps in a certain sense. The love I refer to, however, is the sort that asks another being to sacrifice for someone who would hurt them. Many unseelie are crafted to erode precious things.”

“Why not just pair two equally toxic people together?”

“It is not a cosmic rule bent on mutual destruction. It is an opportunity for growth and healing that can sometimes only be found with help.”

“Cosmic therapy.”

“That is Willow’s opinion of it at any rate.”

I let my mind stroll through the idea that I’ve been cosmically designed for someone who fulfills all the pieces of me that seem to be missing. It’s a lot. On top of the other concepts, it’s a lot. “I asked you to leave the soulmate stuff alone for a bit, but you derailed the conversation right back into it.”

He tenses. “My apologies. I did not mean to. I am poorly equipped to regulate discussion of my interests. I craft entire worlds around them and bury myself in my ideas. Suffice to say, you are a primary interest, and I want you, desperately.” Taking a breath, he drops his hands to his sides and steps back onto the damp sand. My ocean licks against his heels. “Proof. We were discussing proof. The proof that you want. Because, like me, you demand clear answers to theories and hypotheses and speculations, and I will manage how that knowledge undoes me for your sake.”

“Why are you hesitant to give me information?”

“Because. I have told you that you are a fearsome creature. There is a barrier you have crafted inside yourself that locks who you are at your core away. I do not know what might happen if a shock shatters it. I worry you might go off like a bomb. I worry what Cael may do if only he knew what lay in our midst.”

“Meda talks about Cael as though he’s a sunshine and rainbows sort of guy.”

“Because Meda’s picture of Cael is random presents and encouragement of her mischief. She has seen far less of his leadership role.”

“He was jealous of a burrito.”

Pollux clears his throat. “He’s…interesting in his duplicity. He would not harm you, but I do not like the potential he may seek to contain you for the safety of others.”

Yeah. I’m not really a fan of that idea either. Tangling my fingers together, I say, “I’m spooky?”

“Yes.”

“Are you sure? Because when I’m stressed, I crochet succulents. And that feels like very unspooky behavior.”

“When you’re stressed, you have found an acceptable outlet of repetitive actions in order to filter the excess energy you hold onto, the excess energy you would otherwise funnel into correcting what is causing you stress. Years have put this barrier in place. I would prefer to slowly unravel it. Cautiously. Through events like tonight, where your dreams provide a method of introducing you to ideas that you can then process more casually while you rest.”

“So I don’t explode?”

“Pretty much, yeah.”

I laugh. “Wow. Okay, then. Nice to know. You know. Maybe. I really was quite the imaginative kid growing up. Obviously, I’m just relapsing a little. No problem.”

“Who stopped you from being who you were as a child.”

“What do you mean? No one stopped me. I grew up. It happens.”

Pollux searches me for several long moments, then he shakes his head. “Something collided with you and trained you to believe things about yourself and the world. Many fae are born in full. Too young and too old, by your world’s standards. There’s a level of maturity that does come with age, but it does not usually override simple, childish joys.”

My mouth opens. I close it. Clasping my hands together and tapping my thumbs, I say, “Pollux, it sounds like you’re suggesting I’m fae.”

“Did I not make that clear?”

“No, not really.”

“Oh.” He blinks. “An accident. What…did you assume I meant every time I’ve said you are an unfathomable creature of horrors?”

“I assumed you were really bad at flirting. Or really good. I don’t know. It kind of sends a shiver down my spine when you suggest I’m something powerful and capable of more than cleaning up after a group of gremlin children.”

“The concept of flirting baffles me. I do not understand the merit in dancing around the truth of attraction. You consume me. I love you. Your beauty haunts me like one of my most terrible renditions of a wraith, yet I welcome it.”

I step forward, onto the wet sand, and cover his mouth. “Please. Stop.”

“Right.” He murmurs against my fingers. “My apologies. My feelings for you are unfamiliar, and I do not know where to put them.”

“I tend to put those kinds of feelings in a box.”

“I would like to suggest that isn’t healthy. I would also like to suggest that you are an uncountable number of closed boxes. I worry they might crush you if you do not take care in unpacking them as soon as possible.”

Dropping my hand off him, I tangle my fingers together. Tight. “How am I supposed to do that and still maintain everything else? I need to be the person I’ve become in order to fit the space I’ve found.”

“People should not be made to fit into spaces. Spaces should be large enough to fit people.”

I smile. “Faerie sounds more beautiful by the moment.”

“At least some parts abide by such rules. There are all sorts of domains and characters who exist in them.”

“Like Castor?”

He flinches.

“What’s the deal with Castor? Earlier today, at dinner, you seemed to know him well. At least at one point.”

“There is no deal with Castor. I do not recommend making any agreements with him ever.”

“I’m sensing this is a touchy subject.”

A short growl emanates from his throat.

I sigh. “If you are hesitant to give me hard proof, what is the next step?”

He swears and seems to look somewhere outside the island landscape surrounding us. “The next step for me is to clean shattered glass out of my lab.”

“What?”

“The reagent was flammable. Explosive, actually.”

“What?”

He unravels my hands, squeezes them, and says, “Unpack a box. Get to the bottom of why you’ve felt a need to contain yourself. Remember who you are at the core of who you are. Be comfortable with yourself before thinking about getting comfortable with everything else. I will see you again soon, in this plane or the other.”

“How do I—”

Kissing my forehead, he vanishes.


Chapter 20

~~~~~~~~~~~~

What the furcula.

Childhood Kass.

I barely remember her.

She was a little freak who lived in a fantasy world. Her eyes were constantly sparkling. She was too loud and hyper and excitable. The other kids didn’t like to play with her so much because she took over all their games. Conversations were hard before she began studying what exactly a successful conversation looked like.

Who even knows why I’m still thinking about advice from a figment of my imagination. What, on the off chance he’s not actually a figment of my imagination?

That’s bologna, and I don’t eat bologna.

I have textured soy protein.

And that’s textured soy protein doesn’t have quite the same ring to it.

Lips pinched, I stare into the food processor as it struggles pitifully with the lump of seasoned vital wheat gluten I’ve just stuffed inside it. It’s Thanksgiving today. And it’s my job to make the tofurkey. So, needless to say, there will be plenty of textured soy protein to go around.

I am overwhelmed.

I am tired.

After talking with monster-Pollux last Wednesday, I awoke in a cold sweat, so I shut my thoughts off and went through the scripted motions and routines I’ve sworn by for years. I’ve been off work for one day, but with all the dodging questions about my student’s single father who is a vegetarian and prime marriage material it hasn’t felt like much of a vacation.

It’s only because of the constant bombardment and the fact today is the day I will see him for Thanksgiving that the things I’ve blocked out for just over a week are oozing through the cracks.

Unpack a box, he said.

That’s a bad idea.

I’ll probably knock them all over if I try to climb and reach the top one. I’m used to sloppy kids, but that’s why I have systems in place to maintain something akin to order in my own brain, life, and classroom. My supply closet is sectioned and tidy. Every single shelf and item is labeled. Even though the items aren’t labeled by what they are. No. They’re labeled by who.

Kids care about things with names.

Or, at least, kids care about things with names a little more than they care about things without names. I still have to sort my boxes about once a week while my littles half-do their own designated chores, but Marvin the glue stick always seems to find his way back home.

In conclusion, magic isn’t real, because if it is, the fae can’t lie, and if they can’t lie, Pollux told me I was fae, and I’m not fae. I have two perfectly normal parents and a letter of apology about Santa claiming they would never ever seek to lie to me again.

Also, sarcasm.

I am capable of sarcasm, and sarcasm is often full of lies.

Me being fae incorporates about as well as the lump of gluten in the food processor in front of me.

Meaning it doesn’t.

“Kasserole?” Dad pokes me in the shoulder after he pulls a tray of cookies out of the oven. “Are you all right, honey?”

I look at him. “Yeah, why?”

“Your face.”

I fix my face with a tried-and-true smile. “Sorry. Testing is soon, so I was just thinking about school stuff. ” See? Little white lie.

“When aren’t you?” Mom laughs. “Are you sure you’re not thinking about him. The him whose name we still don’t know?”

Because it’s a stupid weird name and you won’t be able to giggle about it to his face when he introduces himself.

Dad’s head shakes. “No, her expression wasn’t giving off love. It was suggesting murder. Maybe she was thinking about a love rival.”

My mother gasps and covers her mouth to hide her words, as though she’s not talking at full volume and I cannot hear her conspiring against me. “What should we do about a love rival, Aaron?”

“I’ll get the body bag.”

“Guys,” I protest, adding a single awkward laugh for good measure. “There’s no love rival. There’s no love. Please don’t embarrass me in front of a parent. If you make things awkward, he may take my little out of school.”

Hands still tucked into the pair of oven mitts I made for him last Christmas, Dad crosses his arms. Side-eyeing my mother, he says, “I think our only child is embarrassed by us.”

“I think so, too.”

“Imagine that. We aren’t even the ones wearing a turkey costume.”

My mouth drops open. “Excuse me?”

“So many frills,” Mom tuts, eyes fixed on my clothes.

I turn the food processor off and display my festive skirt, which hosts an array of autumn colors and the cutest round turkey patch in the world. I know, because I made him from scratch after searching long and hard for one half as endearing. “This is hardly a costume. I’m in the holiday spirit. It is my Thanksgiving outfit, and it is tradition.”

Dad lifts his mitt and uses it like a puppet. “Gobble, gobble, gobble.”

I heave a dramatic sigh. “I am going to die of shame and lose my student.” Grabbing a towel off the oven handle, I march my tofu turkey slop into the dining room where my stuffing is already prepped on the table.

Mom follows me in and hands me a different towel before stealing the one I just got. “Use the dish towel around food. It’s fresher than the hand towel.”

“Thanks.” I wonder if I need to mention ahead of time that Pollux and Andromeda don’t like to say or hear thank you. It would be a real shame if one of them stole my parents’ souls, after all.

Because, ha ha ha, that can totally happen.

Ugh.

Probably best not to open the cult can of worms right now. Pollux can do that one himself if he so desires.

I’ve finished wrapping up my tofurkey roll, getting it in the oven, and setting the dining room table for five before a knock sounds at the front door.

Mom gasps, and she sparkles as mischief pours out of her pores. Checking her hair, her clothes, and the kitchen—which is somehow spotless on the one holiday where it is meant to be a wreck—she giggles then glides to the foyer.

Every cell in my body wants to be a rugrat and place a single dirty cup by the sink, but I refrain. Supplying my mother with a heart attack on Thanksgiving is not kind. And dontcha know? According to monster-Pollux, a la last week, I’m a good girl.

Somebody shoot me.

“Good evening,” Pollux’s gruff voice sends an unwelcome shiver down my spine. “I am called Pollux Strakh.”

“Oh. My.” Mom’s surprised tone twists a knot in my stomach. She’s just discovered how pretty he is. This does not bode well for me.

Ever so inconspicuously, I peek down the short hall and find Pollux filling out the front door frame.

He is holding a bouquet of flowers so vibrant I swear there’s a filter on them.

Mom’s tittering laugh makes me wince as she reaches for the bouquet. “For me? You shouldn’t have.”

Pollux tenses while I rack my brain for a reason he’d be coming here, to my parents’ house, with a bouquet of flowers for me. We aren’t in a relationship. Unlike monster-Pollux seems to think, we are not married. Please tell me he didn’t take this invitation the wrong way? How can I even begin to explain this mess?

I’ve just about reverted my emotions concerning him back to stab, stab, and die when he—very quietly—says, “I apologize. A friend told me it was appropriate to bring the matriarch of the house flowers, as gratitude, for hosting Meda and me. If I shouldn’t have, I do sincerely apologize.”

Mom stills. “They…they are for me?”

“They were meant to be, yes.”

Andromeda squeezes past Pollux’s leg with a bouquet of her own, finds me snooping, and gasps. “Mrs. Role!” She bolts before Pollux can catch hold of her. Grinning, she holds up the brilliant arrangement of sunflowers and bright orange lilies and peachy roses. “These are for you. Pila helped me arrange them.”

My heart is thundering, but I manage to say, “They’re beautiful.”

Mom walks by holding her waterfall of pinks and reds. “Mine’s bigger,” she says.

“Mom,” I snap.

She sticks her tongue out at me, leans closer, and whispers, “Also, he’s gorgeous. Marry him.” Humming as though she is not a gremlin, she trots into the kitchen to put her flowers in some water.

I brace myself for whatever might come next as I lift my attention toward Pollux.

His dark gaze trails over me, over my chubby embroidered turkey, over the bouquet I’m clasping to my chest, and he smiles. “Kassandra.”

“Hi.” I blink, forget everything that is supposed to come next, and babble, “These…lovely. Tha— Mm. Nope. Sorry.”

My father swoops in to either rescue me or put the last nail in my coffin as he exits the living room and offers his hand to Pollux. “Mr. Strakh, I hear. I’m Kassandra’s father, Aaron.”

“It’s nice to meet you, sir.” Pollux doesn’t lift his hand. “I appreciate the invitation. This will be a new experience for us.”

“Fish!” Andromeda cheers, eyes massive. She dances on the tips of her toes and stares into the living room where my father’s seventy-gallon tank makes itself the centerpiece of the far wall. She whips her attention up to Pollux, then back to the tank.

Dad lowers his hand and crouches in front of Andromeda. “Greetings, half-pint. Would you like to say hi to the fish?”

“They talk?”

He laughs. “Well, we can find out. What’s your name?”

She rocks on her heels. “Andromeda.”

“Wow. That’s a big name for a half-pint.”

“If it’s too hard, you can call me Meda. That’s what Mrs. Role calls me.”

My father’s brows rise. “Mrs. Role? My wife is already giving you nicknames?”

Andromeda’s head lops to one side. She points at me. “Mrs. Role.”

“Ahh, I see. Mrs. is used for married women. Did you know that?”

Andromeda’s head bobs. “Yes.”

“My daughter isn’t married.” Dad oh-so-subtly glances at Pollux. “Yet.”

“Dad,” I hiss.

Andromeda looks at her father, and something unspoken passes between them. A moment later, she’s tugging my father into the living room. “Fish!”

He laughs. “Okay, okay. Let’s learn about the fish.”

Left alone in the hall with Pollux, I try to release a breath, but it gets stuck.

“Does your kitten have a name yet?” he asks, lowly.

I hug my flowers and give up the big, bad secret. “Chai.”

“You must really like the drink.”

“Mmhm…” I clear my throat as scandalous red fills my skank cheeks. “He’s been banished to my room all day, so we could cook without fur getting in the food.”

“Do your parents know where he came from?”

A nervous laugh exits me. “Oh, absolutely not.” I am, at this point in time, willing to believe you only drink recreationally and are a bit of an obsessive connoisseur, but I have no plans to reveal the fact you gave me a random kitten while you were drunk at a Halloween party. I don’t even know why you were at the Halloween party because your cult doesn’t seem to approve of holidays. You’re welcome. I replay the Oh, absolutely not that I actually said, not what my brain monologued, and stiffen. “Not to be rude. It’s just… It was very interesting, and sudden, how I got him.”

“So they believe he’s an average pet. I see. That explains things.”

What…things, exactly, does that explain?

He changes the subject before I even begin to know how to phrase my question. “I spoke with Willow in an effort to learn what behaviors might be acceptable today.”

I fiddle with a soft petal on one sunflower. “O…kay?”

“She told me to bring the flowers, but your mother’s response makes me question the other information I have been provided.”

I am scared. I don’t know exactly why. I just know I am. My brief meetings with Willow lead me to believe, of everyone in Pollux’s cult, she is the one least likely to be trusted. “What other information did she tell you?”

“She mentioned that after the bird has been killed and dismantled, I may be asked to break its bones. I hope that all bird-killing-related activities are suspended, given that it would be wasteful to kill something you don’t eat? Or, perhaps, your parents are not also vegetarian, and I might need to fortify myself for this request?” His eyes narrow. “If that is the case, I shall do my best to pulverize every vertebra.”

“Um.” I have no words. Pollux does that to me. He shuts off all my words. Probably because the ones he incites are the kinds I’ve been taught aren’t entirely polite. Example: at this exact moment, I’d like to say dude, what the f— “Wait a second. Is she talking about breaking the wishbone?”

Light turns on in Pollux’s eyes. Closing them, he scrubs a hand down his face. Growling, he says, “Willow.” He sucks in a breath and lets it out before snapping his eyes back open. “I’m almost proud of her delivery of the truth in such a morbid and creative manner. It’s quite fae of her, and I appreciate the innocent mischief.” He cracks his neck. “I’m familiar with the wishbone tradition. The snapping of a bird’s furcula. It originated in an ancient Italian civilization. A mischievous faerie, who I will not name, thought it would be hilarious to convince a group of people that birds held power over predicting the future. In the beginning, the furcula wasn’t broken, it was stroked. Because, again—” Pollux grumbles. “—the unnamed he thought it was funny to make a bunch of humans murder and pet the bones of deceased creatures. It was the Romans who took to breaking the bone in order to attain the wish. And I’m not saying that our unnamed—” He curses. “—of a faerie enjoyed carrying out many of the most terrible wishes, but I am also not saying he restrained himself if the wishes could be twisted into something he found funny.”

My eye twitches, so I rub it and, again, attempt to locate an appropriate response. All I manage is, “Furcula?”

“The wishbone. The necessary bone in a bird’s anatomy that allows its flight mechanics. It’s somewhat elastic and functions almost like a loaded spring in order to store and release energy for each flap.”

I swallow. I tell myself I am not very attracted to a man who knows random facts about bones, but, alas.

“Kass!” Mom calls, perhaps saving me from more googly-eyed staring. “I think the turkey’s done. Is everyone ready to eat?”

“Yep!” I squeak. Like an idiot, I touch Pollux’s arm, and my stomach turns over in response to yet again witnessing his muscles. “We’re all vegetarians. Don’t worry. The turkey is a tofurkey. We’re not going to break any bones.” I close my stupid fingers off him and smile as bright as possible. “Let’s go eat!”


Chapter 21

~~~~~~~~~~~~

The gratitude holiday…with people who don’t say thank you.

My family is hypnotized, and I don’t blame them. I am a part of my family, too, after all.

Graciously, neither Pollux nor Andromeda has brought up anything fae related at dinner, but what Pollux has brought up is so interesting I think both my mother and my father have fallen in love with him. He’s just a little too smart, but not in that agitating know-it-all way. Every word out of his mouth about the strangest things in the world is utterly fascinating.

I don’t entirely understand how one man can know so many useless facts in such detail, but I suspect I could listen to him for hours.

Pollux pauses his explanation of a substance that is in such perfect sync if it could be harnessed as a conduit for communication, it would allow instant signal transfers between earth and crafts in outer space. He scans everyone at the table, cuts a piece of his tofurkey, and stabs it. “It’s all really theoretical, though. Like time travel. The best we can do is recreate images of the past using fragments of memories we still have access to. Entertaining involvement beyond that comes with moral questions outside of mere feasibility. I feel like I’m talking a lot. Am I talking a lot?”

“Yes,” Andromeda says as she picks up her plate and presents it. “May I please have some more macaroni, and potatoes, and not-turkey turkey, and green beans, an—”

“Everything, honey?” Mom giggles as she starts with a scoop of mac and cheese.

Andromeda’s face squishes up. “No. I don’t like the slimy stuff.” She glares gravely at Mom’s homemade cranberry sauce, which appears to be the sole neglected lump on her cleared plate. “It has bits in it. The bits are not appreciated.”

“The bits make it healthier.” Mom adds extra green bean casserole to Andromeda’s plate.

Andromeda looks appalled. “Can it not be healthy without the bits?” When she retrieves her plate, she stares at the glob. “Does it have to be healthy? Is health of utmost importance on a holiday about overeating?”

“So,” Dad interrupts like a bullet train, “Pollux. Do you have a special someone?”

“A special someone?”

“Someone you’re dating.”

On the outside, I’m eating mashed potatoes. On the inside, I am hiding under the table.

“Oh.” Pollux takes a sip of his water. “No. I’ve never entirely understood the concept of dating beyond ascertaining a time period of origin for a given object or event.”

Dad barks a laugh. “I highly doubt that, given some obvious proof.”

Andromeda, oblivious to the fact she is “obvious proof,” has discovered the joys of mashed potato malleability. She’s building a monster. But of course she is.

Pollux looks toward me, something in his eyes begging for help.

My parents exchange their own sort of look in response, and my heart rate accelerates.

“Have you considered getting back into dating?” Mom prods, swirling her fork in a very subtle heart around the two of us.

This is how I die.

Why in the world did I allow my parents to squash us together on the same side of the table? It was all an elaborate ploy. Mentally, I know they are taking wedding photos.

Pollux swallows. “What…exactly is it?”

“What exactly is what?” Mom inquires.

“Dating in the context you’re implying. If it doesn’t involve carbon isotopes, I am unfamiliar how exactly one participates.”

Now my parents’ look exchange is a little more odd.

I feel responsible for this calamity, so I clear my throat and say, “Dating is when you go out and do things with different people that you’re romantically interested in so you can learn more about their characters and see who might make a good life partner.”

“Oh. That’s not the sort of thing we decide.”

Almost in unison, my parents say, “What?”

I choke on my drink as I remember the man beside me is either a faerie with a soulmate or in a cult that may not allow him to choose who he winds up with. For all I know, the cult kidnapped Andromeda, so Pollux has truly never participated in any hanky-panky or dating. Period.

Pollux’s hand lands on my shoulder while I fight for my life against the liquid attempting to enter my lungs.

“I’m…fine,” I croak around my coughing fit.

Dad takes advantage of my premature death to thread his fingers above his plate and say, “Maybe you and Kasserole could do something sometime.”

“Dad.”

“I think that’s an excellent idea.”

“Mom!”

My evil mother stands, a beacon of innocence. “Is it just about time for dessert? I’ll get dessert ready while everyone finishes up.” Her attention lands on Andromeda, who is the last of us with more than a few bites left on their plate. “Meda, honey. Don’t play with your food.”

Her blue gaze snaps up in the middle of layering green beans like spikes down the potato monster’s back. “Huh? Why?”

Mom gets her firm Mom Face on. “Because I said so, honey. Finish up, so you can have some dessert.”

The most heartbreaking confusion I have ever seen slashes across Andromeda’s face, and she looks at Pollux. He shrugs, lifts his hands with two fingers pointed on each, touches the top of his chest, then lower on his abdomen.

Andromeda makes a soft sound and dutifully finishes everything except the glob of cranberry sauce.

I stand, hoping with all my might that my father will behave himself so I can help bring dirty dishes to the kitchen. However, a second after I’m on my feet and getting the first bowl, Pollux rises beside me.

Softly, near my ear, he murmurs, “Are we clearing the table to make room for dessert?”

I whisper back, “That was the scheme.”

“Is it appropriate for me to help?”

I hand him the bowl. “Yes.”

One way or another, we ceremonially alternate from the excessive dinner food spread to the excessive dessert food spread.

There are three pies.

Four types of cookies.

Two sweet breads.

And no room left on the table.

My mother is a maniac.

“I love Thanksgiving,” Andromeda cheers, lifting her plate. “Everything, please!”

“Oh my. What’s the verdict, Dad?” Mom looks toward Pollux.

Pollux doesn’t respond.

I nudge him, and he startles, looking at me, then at my mother, then back to me. “Did I miss something?”

“You’re Dad.”

“Oh.” He straightens, stares, calculates. “Oh. Right. Desserts have sugar. Normal children react questionably when their systems are impacted by excessive sugar. Meda may have whatever she’d like. It all looks incredible, and I’d hate to withhold anything on account of general, inapplicable, procedure.”

Andromeda giggles.

Mom smooths her Mom Face over with a questioning, “All right… We’ll start you off with a slice of chocolate pie. How does that sound?”

“Excellent!”

Taking Andromeda’s plate, Mom portions out a slice and hands it back to her, but she doesn’t let go when Andromeda latches onto it. “What do you say?”

“Huh?” Andromeda’s smile falls. “Is this a riddle? Are dessert riddles part of Thanksgiving? I don’t think I have enough information. I say…words. Is the answer words?”

Mom prompts further, “What do you say when someone gives you something?”

“It depends on the situation and what is being given. I don’t… I don’t know what you expect from me.”

“Thank you.”

Worry sparks in Andromeda’s little blue eyes, and she shoots a look at her father.

Pollux clears his throat. “Meda, what can you say?”

Andromeda brightens. “I appreciate it.”

“Don’t disrespect your father, honey.” Mom’s expression hardens. “Thank. You.”

Andromeda’s lip trembles, and she looks back at her father, eyes imploring.

Pollux exhales a swear that jolts my parents’ attention toward him, with subsequent horror. He ignores them in favor of looking at me. “Take a deep breath for me, dearest. And…I apologize for how this may negatively impact you.”

Before I understand what in the world he’s talking about, he lifts his hand and snaps his fingers.

My ears ring as a blur coats the world for half a second. I shake off the sensation and watch my parents reboot. A second of stillness passes. Then another. Then Mom smiles and hands Andromeda her plate. Joyful, she says, “Oh! It’s the perfect time to go around the table and say what we’re grateful for. Aaron, why don’t you start? Pollux, would you like some pie? ”

“Yes, please.” He watches me out of the corner of one red eye framed by black instead of white. “I appreciate it.”

My stomach drops like a stone to my toes.


Chapter 22

~~~~~~~~~~~~

The nightmare continues.

“Pollux seems very sweet,” Mom says as we tag team the dishes. “If a little awkward. Poor thing.”

I barely register her words while I stare into the basin of soapy water and scrub the same plate five hundred times. After that snap, Pollux’s eyes were like my dreamboy’s for a moment. My stomach hurts, but not even I can convince myself it’s because I ate too much.

Chai circles my ankles, purring, and he may be holding onto the last thread of my sanity.

I don’t want to think about anything.

I want to turn my brain off and sink into an abyss of thoughtless nothing.

“Meda desperately needs a mother, though.”

Brow furrowing, I realize the dish is the cleanest it has ever been and get another. “What do you mean?”

“She was very rude.”

“What?”

Mom hums. “It’s clear she’s been raised by a single father who dotes on her. There was no discipline. He let her have whatever she wanted however she wanted it. Not once did he remind her to sit still. She interrupted conversation whenever she had something to say. And did you notice how she told her father he was talking too much?” She sighs as she wipes a serving bowl and tucks it into the cabinet. “Honestly, she reminds me of you when you were little.”

I turn to my mother, if I can even still call her that. “Um. Ow. Are you saying I was rude? I thought I was a good kid.”

“You were. So is Meda. But if nothing changes, things will be hard for her. You were my baby, and I spoiled you. I let you be hyper and ramble. I thought you were so fascinating when you were little that I didn’t want to curb your spirit. It was only after you started going to school and other mothers were constantly telling me how rude and controlling you were that I realized I may have messed up.”

“Controlling?”

“You’d make up elaborate games and then orchestrate them. When the other kids didn’t play right, you’d throw fits. You never really got along well with people your age. Even when you were practically a baby yourself, you wanted to help take care of the other babies and talk with the adults.” Mom pushes a few curls over my ear. “I like Meda, but she needs a mother who can help her so she doesn’t turn out how you almost did. Sweet, but spoiled a bit too rotten for her own good. Also, I think Pollux likes you…so…”

“Mom. No.”

“I’m just saying.”

Heat crawls up my neck as the slew of facts I’m still coming to terms with battle for purchase in my brain. Pollux is most likely a faerie. I am…something. And, you know, we’re soulmates. So that’s fun. I don’t even know what that really means. All I know is that I feel nauseous, and I can barely stomach what my mother is telling me right now even without all this date and marry him garbage.

“He’s beautiful,” Mom notes.

“I know that,” I mutter. I bet all the fae are beautiful. Actually, I know all the fae are beautiful. I had a movie night with a bunch of them, and they were all pretty. Heaven help me.

“You have so much experience with kids, and when it comes to being a parent, your father and I can help you. Pollux didn’t mention Meda’s mother at all, so I doubt you need to worry about living up to his first relationship. It most likely ended for a good reason.”

I mean, actually, Andromeda claims to have two mothers, and one’s a guy, so. Not sure how I can live up to Willow and Zylus. Who knows what Willow is, but a vampire cat is kind of a high bar. “Mom, please…” I murmur. “I’d rather not talk about this.”

“Didn’t you see the way he looked at you?”

“Yes.” I close my eyes, try to take a calming breath, but it’s impossible, because all I can see is the way he looks at me. In my dreams.

“Is there something I don’t know about?” Mom asks.

Yes. So much. “I think you’re just a little biased because he brought you flowers.”

She laughs. “They’re beautiful. And you know something?”

“Hm?”

“I dated a lot in my teens and twenties before meeting your father. He was the only one who brought my mother flowers.” She nudges me. “The way men treat mothers shows how they’ll treat a wife. Respecting all women and not just the ones a man is attracted to says a lot about their character. I like him. Do with that what you will.”

Well. Fantastic. Chalk that up to something else I have absolutely no idea what to do with…

ᴥ

I don’t make it up the sidewalk before Pollux is stepping out into the cold and closing the door behind him. My stomach dips low as I stop in between the tall, brown grass in front of his haunted manor. A chilling breeze rushes between us as I bundle myself up in my coat, arms crossed tight over my chest.

It’s late.

I couldn’t sleep.

While I tossed and turned, Mom’s words after dinner replayed in my head a thousand times, and my stomachache got worse, and I wanted to cry.

I was like Andromeda when I was little.

Too hyper.

Too loud.

Too much.

And other parents cautioned my mother about me how she cautioned me about Andromeda.

Well-meaning words in order to snuff out the light so it won’t blind people who don’t understand. Well-meaning words that carry a singular message of conform.

And I did.

I conformed so well I hardly know who I am anymore. I built an entire life around the conformation and exhaustion. I built it so well that I don’t have a clue how to undo it without losing everything.

Pollux steps forward, toward me. “Kassandra—”

“Stay there,” I whisper.

He goes still. “I’m sorry.”

“Show me who you really are.”

His eyes close, and pain creases his brow, but when he looks at me again, his eyes are red. The whites are black. He forces a grimace that shows off sharp teeth.

“Where’s the rest of it?” I ask.

He threads his fingers through his hair. “This is the form I normally take outside the dream plane. It’s the most comfortable for me and others. The…claws can get in the way of everyday activities.”

I grip my hand around my arm, bury my fingers in the fabric of my coat and the sensation of my muscle beneath it. “Last time we spoke, in the dream plane, you didn’t want to give me hard proof so soon. What changed in a week? My parents are human, aren’t they? Why couldn’t you just let Andromeda say thank you to my mother?”

“Because,” he grumbles, “those words are precious to us. We use them sparingly, for the only one we trust with our soul. Andromeda has never thanked a single person. One day, she will get to say those words to her soulmate and no one else. I would not ask her to sacrifice that moment for the meaningless comfort of a useless social expectation centered around a feeble concept of politeness.” Rubbing his jaw, he lifts his attention skyward. “Forgive me, Kassandra. When I kept her in this world, I made a commitment to protect her. Even if you would reject me, even if it risks your security, I must put her first.” His voice breaks. “No matter how painful it is to see you hurting, she’s my little girl.”

My heart thuds. The tension in my shoulders releases.

Pollux lowers his face, and his damp eyes find me a moment before an ink-dark tear falls down his cheek, hits the sidewalk, and dissipates into a curl of steam. “Are you well? Can I do anything to help?”

Pressing my lips together, I watch him. The entire drive over, my mind felt blank. I didn’t even know what I was expecting to gain from this. I’m embarrassed. Ashamed. I’m so tired, lost.

I feel like an idiot.

“We’re soulmates?” I whisper.

“Yes.”

“Is that why you think we’re married?”

His head shakes. “No. We’re married because you accepted my proposal.”

“Your proposal?”

“The kitten. I had intended it as a marriage kitten.”

One dot. Two dots. Three dots.

My system crashes.

I cover my mouth. “Oh.” I accepted a faerie proposal. I’m fae married. What an unwelcome turn of events at the end of a long road of corkscrew U-turns. Gracious, what a delightful cherry atop this glorious disaster. I’ll mentally compartmentalize that at a later point. “Well then. We’re married. Moving on.” Dropping my arm, I clamp my hands together in front of my skirt. “I have boundaries.”

“Of course.”

“And a lot of questions.”

“Naturally.”

“I’ll start with my boundaries tonight, because I don’t think I have the mental fortitude for the questions at this hour.”

He nods once.

“First off, everything that has happened between us in the dream plane…hasn’t happened.”

His brow furrows above those dark, blood red eyes.

“I’m a skank. Let’s agree to never bring it up again.”

“I don’t think you’re a—”

“Next thing, you’re not allowed to claim me without my permission. This is a lot to take in. I need to make sense of it and reclaim who I am before we proceed romantically in any way.” I free a breath, close my eyes. “I’m sorry so far for leading you on. I didn’t know what I was doing.”

“I promise I will not claim you without permission. A fae’s promise is binding.”

I search his eyes. “I appreciate it.”

“Is there anything else that will bring you comfort tonight?”

“Zahra. Some faerie needs to talk to her and explain why she can hear what she can’t see.”

“I imagine it’s because she’s part fae as well. Unfortunately, I cannot tell you what kind or provide further information. Humans who are unable to perceive Faerie go insane if they are brought into that world. There is nothing I can do for her and no answers I can provide that would make anything better.”

“Can anyone you know tell her what she is?”

“I do not recommend seeking out the only person I know capable of classifying strangers.”

My eyes narrow. “But there is someone?”

He sighs, almost defeated. “Castor.”

From what I’ve heard about Castor, I don’t think I want Zahra around him, either. From what I’ve gathered, he’s currently lurking in this town, ready to take revenge on Cael for hurt feelings. Letting Zahra talk to the evil prince Andromeda has brought up time and again is not a good idea. Setting the matter aside for the moment, I forge wearily on. “Me.”

“You?”

“You know what I am. How come?”

He grunts. “The bond of soulmates gives me a unique access to the sensation of your soul. I can taste what you are on the tip of my tongue.”

I shiver. “Well?”

“At this precise moment, it is more important that we discover who you are prior to revealing what.”

“Why?”

“For all the same reasons I have been cautious thus far. You have delicately woven barriers in your mind and constrained your actions in order to present a more palatable façade for the environment you’ve found yourself in.” He lifts his hand, offering. “Allow me to educate you in the essence of Faerie in an effort to ease you into my world. I love you, Kassandra. I want to take care of you. I want to learn more about you. I want to see you free and breathtakingly happy. If you have trusted me enough to come here tonight, please believe that you are safe and in control. With your permission, all I ask is that you let me be your guide.”

I flick my gaze down to his hand, then back up to his eyes. “The fae can’t lie?”

“Correct.”

“Not even the darker ones? The unseelie ones, like you?”

“It is a law that does not discriminate. Every word I will ever speak to you must either be something I believe that has no contradicting facts or the simple truth.”

I take a step forward, then another, and another, until I’m standing inches from red and black eyes. I settle my hand in his and watch his pupils dilate. “You really love me, don’t you?

“So much more than I can even comprehend.”

“How can you love someone who doesn’t even know who they are?”

“I adore the potential of whatever you might become. A love based on anything that can be quantified is fickle. People grow. They learn. They incorporate new knowledge into their characters.” Bending, he touches a kiss to my fingertips. “My love is not a conditional sort you will ever need to concern yourself with losing as you adapt and find the person you want to be.”

It’s a beautiful idea.

I squeeze his hand, and he lifts his attention, but not his head.

Our eyes meet.

My jaw clenches. “I am glad you’re not actually abusing your daughter, or in a cult.”

“I’ll not quibble over it, but the cult thing was definitely outside my wildest expectations,” he mumbles.

“What else was I supposed to do with the statement we believe in the fae? Why would you even say that and assume it wasn’t going to concern me? It makes you sound like an insane person! An insane person who is taking one of my littles off into insane land!” My voice pitches.

“In case you haven’t noticed, Kassandra, my social abilities where human mentalities are concerned happen to be severely lacking.”

“Yeah,” I huff. “I’ve noticed.”

“The humans speak an incredibly different and roundabout language. It confuses me. I apologize for the emotional strain I have caused due to it.” Rising to his full height, Pollux looks down at me, lifts his free hand, and draws one knuckle across my cheekbone. Unwelcome heat rises in the wake of his touch, and the corners of his mouth soften. “All is well, dearest. You are taking this better than my worries had convinced me you would.”

“Don’t you dare…”

“Dare to what?”

I pull my gaze off him. “I don’t know,” I mumble. “Seduce me like that.”

He turns his hand and caresses the pad of his thumb around my ear. “Is that what I’m doing? It’s not intentional.”

“Somehow, that makes it even worse.”

“How come?”

“It’s a pride thing. When people are aware they’re attractive or smart, it’s annoying, but if they’re oblivious, if it’s just natural for them, it’s beautiful.”

“I suppose the strangeness of humans shouldn’t surprise me at this point. I have spent many years coloring dreams into nightmares with little certainty on what exactly sets the horrors of each apart. And, yet, this concept that humans find an absence of awareness attractive baffles me.”

“Pride is irritating. Confidence can quickly become cocky. I know. I’ve watched and learned.”

“I would appreciate it if you unlearn what you have watched. You are smart, and beautiful, and I at least am not offended if you act like you know it.”

I try to step back, but his hold on my hand remains firm; the tickle of his touch against my cheek stays present. “Please release me. I think I’m going to go home now.”

“In a moment.”

“Wh—”

“Dearest…it is important to me that I tell you this before you go.”

I swallow. “What?”

“It isn’t inappropriate or wrong for you to desire affection. As someone who has never before been the object of such desires, would you consider for a moment that it might hurt to learn you are not proud of wanting me?”

My lips part as his words—the sincerity and directness of his delivery—gut me to my core. “I’m sorry. I didn’t…”

He touches two fingers to the center of my chest, slightly to the left. “Your feelings matter. The ones you’ve been taught are unsavory have purpose. We do not shame beautiful things like too much love or excitement. We even have a high tolerance for too much mischief. The only things we must reassess are the ones that harm. Wanting me does the opposite of harm.” His head cocks. “Okay?”

My mouth goes dry, and I don’t know how to respond without making a fool of myself, so all I can say is, “Will I see you again tonight? When I dream.”

“If I can, I will stop in to see you.”

“If you can?” I whisper, hating how desperate I sound.

“Meda’s sleeping for a little while right now since today’s event exhausted her. Once she wakes, I need to take her out hunting.”

“Hunting?”

“We feed on fear from the nightmares we craft. We hunt for humans who need them. It is my understanding she calls our hunts work in front of you in an effort to soften the concept. We have learned to be careful with what we are and how that affects others.”

I say, “Who would need a nightmare?”

“Scientific studies show that nightmares are one of the brain’s many ways of managing stress. Not all the things people need are pretty. Sometimes, humans need a reminder that there’s a problem worth processing, addressing, and correcting. Because, dearest, even fear is an emotion worthy of attention, no matter how it might inconvenience someone else.” He lets my fingers slip from his as he takes a step back. “Suppression only helps other people, and too often those other people are unworthy of that particular help. Sleep well.” Pollux turns toward the front door.

My heart jumps.

I don’t know why, but I trip forward, grab the hem of his shirt, and stop him.

Beautiful, dark, and monstrous eyes glance at me over his shoulder. “Yes?”

“It’s gonna be okay, right? Everything is gonna be okay, right?”

“It is going to be better than okay.” Facing me, he lifts my chin and kisses my forehead. “Do not worry, Kassandra. You are loved.”

I drive home with Pollux’s words on repeat in my skull. They’re a gentle pound that overrides the things my mother said to me. They’re strong enough to fill my chest with air and guide me to rest once I find my way back to my bed.

The idea that I’m loved isn’t foreign.

After all, I didn’t grow up in a cold world like Zahra.

But…something about the way Pollux said you are loved feels different.

Like, for the first time in my life, being loved relies on nothing.

For the first time in my life, all the weight of an expectation to play a role…is gone.


Chapter 23

~~~~~~~~~~~~

I guess it’s time to go deeper…

Today is Friday.

The day after Thanksgiving.

Pollux and Andromeda must have been out hunting all night, because he never stopped in to say hi in my dreams.

Every bone in my body aches. Every thought in my head makes a throb rise to my temples.

I have awoken at a reasonable hour, stuck indefinitely on teacher morning body clock, which means sleeping in is a fantasy concept—quite apparently—more “out there” than the fae themselves.

Staring at the ceiling, I languish in the exhaustion that feels like it will never go away.

Maybe, if I can get away with it, I’ll feign an illness and stay here until Monday when a miracle cure lets me return to school on time and not need to make up any school days.

After all, I have this month’s field trip, holiday decorations, testing, and the Christmas party to prepare for. I cannot be a slug while plotting the holiday cheer that allows my littles to make it through their state assessments. I have to pull out.

Alas.

My ceiling remains so very interesting.

Chai’s purring on my stomach means I can’t move anyway.

So.

You know.

This is where I die.

At least if I die, everything I care about is somebody else’s problem.

I trace patterns in the popcorn ceiling and debate trying to fall back asleep. Last time I met Pollux in the dream plane, he said I summoned him. I could try to do it again.

Narrowing my eyes on the white constellations above my ceiling fan, I contemplate just absolutely yoinking him from his breakfast table. Assuming, of course, he is eating breakfast. My parents haven’t gotten up yet, so it’s still really early. Possibly too early for breakfast. Potentially still early enough for hunting.

Which may be a kind of breakfast?

I don’t know the rules for being a fear vampire.

Maybe the fear replaces one meal, but they still need others throughout the day?

It seems like they need sleep, so hunting must be an active wakefulness for them even if it brings them through the dream plane.

Science suggests that most dreams last between five to twenty minutes, even though they always seem longer.

If time warps in the dream plane, how long do Pollux’s and Andromeda’s days feel?

I have so many questions.

It feels like they’re bursting from the seams of my mind.

And, yet, I’ve barely scratched the surface. These aren’t even my questions about Faerie. They are just the ones related to dream eaters.

Like.

Why are they called that?

If they eat fear, not dreams, why dream eater? Kinda illogical if you ask me.

My phone buzzes in rhythm on the small table beside my bed, and I tilt my head, looking at the screen. It’s an unknown number, but it’s a local area code. Possibly a parent? At this hour? On break?

Reaching lamely, I continue petting Chai’s head and put on my I’m a real person and wide awake and responsible and always am and always will be voice. Which involves smiling. Because science suggests people can hear when you aren’t smiling, even if they can’t see you. “Hello, Kassandra Role speaking.”

“You’re awake.”

My heart thumps as my smile drops. Pollux.

“I missed the window,” he murmurs.

Why is my chest suddenly so tight? “It’s all right. You had to take care of hunting with Meda.”

“Soon, I may let her hunt alone.”

Wetting my lips, I go back to tracing the dots on the ceiling. “Kids grow up so fast.”

“She has suggested that she’ll maintain this form for a few centuries, at least.”

“What?”

A pause. “Right. Your knowledge of us is limited. Dream eaters are malleable creatures. Essentially, we are shapeshifters with very few rules and constraints. If Andromeda wanted to, she could take the form of an adult; however, she doesn’t believe she’s ready to grow up yet. She likes school.”

“And being doted on!” her little voice calls through the speaker. “Through a process of intent observation, I have learned that adults don’t get as many cuddles!”

I blink.

“Sorry,” Pollux says. “I thought she had drifted off.”

“Bamboozled again,” she murmurs. “Do the thing!”

“Please provide a more specific noun.”

“The thing with the video. Here. Let me see.”

After a few moments, a request to video chat appears. Because I can’t very well look worse than how I’ve already behaved in my dreams, I answer it.

Pollux and Andromeda fill the screen. They’re on the couch, and she’s curled up on his chest.

Grinning, she says, “Hi!”

Pollux pushes her curls out of his face and lets his lips graze her forehead. “Dear one, I was attempting to have a regular phone call.”

“This is better. More emotional clues.”

I tuck my nose beneath my blankets and adjust my volume, so I won’t accidentally wake my parents, before I say, “I thought faeries couldn’t be seen on cameras. Or heard on speakers. How does your phone work at all?”

“Willow had Cael make the correct enchantments for the cameras and speakers of this phone before giving it to us,” Pollux murmurs.

“Who is Willow if she’s ordering the prince around?” As in, an actual prince. Not just an egotistical cult leader. But, to be fair, I would be wary of someone ordering an egotistical cult leader around, too.

Pollux’s eyes close. “I believe she identifies as a threat.”

Oh, okay. I respect that.

“Anyway,” he murmurs, sleepily, “I was calling to apologize for missing out on seeing you and to request your schedule.”

“My schedule?”

“In order to identify an acceptable time for us to meet and sort through whatever questions you have.”

Chai coos and rolls over. Andromeda begins running her fingers through Pollux’s hair and making it stand straight up. I watch them for a moment. Chai purrs.

Remembering myself, I say, “School ends at three fifteen week days. Next Sunday, there’s a field trip.” My lips purse. “A field trip that I think Meda still needs a parent signature for.”

“Oops,” Andromeda says. “Did I forget to forge Willow’s for that? Let me check my things and see where I put it…” She slips out of the frame, leaving Pollux to wearily open his eyes.

He sighs. “Is forging signatures one of those things you don’t approve of?”

“Given the…situation…I’m not certain how much it matters. Exactly how self-sufficient is Meda if she can still throw tantrums hours after coordinating the construction of an entire playground palace?”

“She is fully capable. I’m only monitoring her hunts so I can teach her boundaries and to recognize which dreams carry the scent of uncomfortable material. I want her aware of what is and isn’t too far when she deals in the fear of fragile humans. I also want her to avoid seeing certain, unnerving things by mistake.” He cuts his fingers through his hair and fixes the spikes. “Age is interesting for the fae.”

“How old are you?”

His eyes find the screen, then flick away. “I told you a story from around 800 BC yesterday.”

I bite my tongue before I swear. “The wishbone story?”

“Mm.”

“Who…was the faerie you didn’t want to name?”

He curses. “—Castor.” Heaving another sigh, he mutters, “He is many things, but benevolent certainly isn’t a trait I’d associate with him. He has raised cults out of boredom, then abandoned them to a desperation that led to horrors when they, too, failed to amuse him for long. His sense of humor has always been somewhat morbid, his manners fairly violent. He’s a tornado that can tear apart the foundation of one thing and leave another entirely unscathed. We never knew what side of him we might find ourselves on.”

I shudder. “Who is we?”

“Cael and I.”

“Since you two don’t seem to associate with him on friendly terms anymore, what was the last straw?”

Pollux’s brows furrow as he mouths my words, then realization touches his eyes. “Oh. An idiom. I prefer not to talk about it. In a lot of ways, I still care deeply for the—” He swears. “When we severed the depths of our relationship, the conditions were more favorable than they have very recently become. It was an amicable split, where all parties understood clearly that our interests and characters simply couldn’t align. Until a mere month ago, Cael had presented the veneer of a seelie fae. When we were still a trio, he used the façade as a means to curb Castor’s cruelty. Those efforts of restraint often backfired.”

“So…there is a faerie war going on just out of human sight?”

“I wouldn’t call it a war at this point. Castor’s hurt. He always has been. Like me, he exists with less-than-favorable conditions. Unlike me, mistakes for him don’t just cause moments of discomfort. They kill.”

It feels disrespectful to be lying down for this, so I ease upright and let Chai flop onto my lap. “Is there anything we can do to help him?”

“Right now, I am more concerned with keeping the people I care about safe. If for some reason you come across him, just make sure you don’t look him in the eye.”

“Why?”

“In my presence, humans and most seelie fae can’t control their feelings of fear. Castor’s gaze turns people to stone.”

I swallow. “He’s a Medusa?”

“A basilisk.”

A chill goes down my spine. “If he’s so bad, why isn’t he just wandering around and looking at people? Humans wouldn’t know not to look him in the eye.”

“That’s the thing, dearest. He either is not so bad or he knows he can’t be. Were he to act in such a way without any remorse, Cael and I would put him to rest. His retaliation must be more calculated. If he is planning a suicide mission, his intentions will be to leave the largest scar he can behind.”

“Pollux.”

“Mm?”

“This is probably a selfish question, but as your…soulmate…would that make me high on his list of targets?”

“He hates Cael more than he hates me. If you do wind up caught in the crossfire, I highly doubt he would harm you. Perhaps it’s naive of me, but I still have faith in him. And, perhaps, because of that it is a good thing Cael is in charge…for he does not.” Sitting up as well, Pollux swings his legs off the couch and peers down into the phone camera. “I don’t wish to discuss this further. Know only that I can find the sensation of your unconsciousness wherever you are and be with you in your mind instantly.”

I let those words compute, then grimace. “That’s kind of creepy, dreamboy.”

A touch of heat crosses his cheeks. “I’m still…dreamboy?”

“Aren’t you?”

He cups a hand to his mouth. “May I ask… I know we’re putting romance aside for the moment in order to situate other more pressing things, but given that you are my only soulmate, we both know there is attraction between us, and the fact that—in some ways—we are husband and wife…” He manages a breath. “Are you anticipating that we proceed in a more traditional way once you’ve processed the existence of Faerie? I mean to say, presently, do you foresee wanting that kind of relationship. With…me?”

Shivering, I clear my throat and ignore the warmth soaring up my neck. “Define traditional.”

“Married couples generally live together. I had not yet gotten an opportunity to offer you a room in my home, but I have been preparing one. And…” He swears and moves his hand to cover his eyes. “I don’t know what I’m doing, Kassandra. You terrify me, and I am unused to the sensation of my own fear. I build terror and experience the full saturation of it dozens of times nearly every night. Yet…you. You.” His phone angles off him, at the chandelier on the ceiling. His voice breaks as it comes through the speaker. “You shut my thoughts off. You make it hard to breathe. I don’t fear death, or pain, or suffering, but the agony of not knowing how to express myself to you in a way that could somehow present the case that I am worthy enough to be yours…scares me.”

I bite my cheeks to keep from blurting something incredibly stupid. I have long since trained my inside thoughts to not become my outside regrets. But. Also. Dang. He’s a woman’s dream come true, isn’t he?

I scare him? This man made of fear? This man whose presence without me, his cute little soulmate in a sweet little blue nightgown and matching night cap, horrifies people?

Excuse me a moment while I enjoy that.

“You want to live together,” I say.

“Yes. If you’d like to. At some point. There are many things I’d like, but I require your consent to proceed on them.” A shaking breath hits the speaker. “I have no idea how exactly I am meant to meld the customs you know with the ones I do. I want to make things comfortable for you. But none of this is why I called. Please do think about it, though. Are you free today for any more important questions, after school perhaps?”

“It’s still break,” I say. “I’m free now.”

The camera refocuses on his face, and there’s a spark in his red eyes that seems wholly boyish in its innocence. “Now?” he asks, tone hopeful. “Would you like me to make you breakfast?”

Yes. I would like that. However, problem. I have parents. Nosy parents. Nosy parents who are invested in us getting human married on top of accidental fae married. Lying and saying I’m heading to Zahra’s is not an option.

Because lying on such a large scale is very wrong.

Silence stretches.

Caution mutes the lovely spark as Pollux murmurs, “Did I make an error in assumption?”

“I am attempting to figure out an acceptable way to inform my parents of why I won’t be joining them for breakfast.”

“Is there any particular reason you aren’t telling them that Chai was a proposal kitten?”

Several, actually. Top of which is they will admit me to a mental ward.

Which could be fun.

A nice little vacation.

“Um…” I pull my thoughts off white coats and padded cells and school days that I’m sure I would still somehow need to make up. “I’m not sure they’d understand.”

“I haven’t known quite how to ask before now…but why did you accept my proposal so quickly?”

Because. It was a kitten. Because. I thought you were drunk and would accidentally kill it if I let you wander off with the tiny baby. Because. It was a kitten.

Honestly, screw the fae and their stupid rules about selling souls for thank yous and getting married over kittens. It’s as though the entire culture is fashioned as an attack against me specifically.

I stare down at Chai and rub his soft little belly. Somewhere in my stupid brain a stupid worth it appears. I squash that idiot thought down. “It was an accident.”

“An accident?”

“I didn’t know what I was doing.”

His eyes widen. “Were you inebriated? That party did carry with it a scent of alcohol, but it wasn’t on your breath. I apologize if I petitioned you in a state of intoxication. That wasn’t my intent.”

This sweet man. I feel awful telling him I had no idea that accepting a kitten meant I was getting married. He literally proposed to his soulmate, expecting to be rejected, and wasn’t. Afterward, he was so dumbfounded that I had actually accepted, he walked through a bush.

Because, as I now know, stimulants do nothing for him and he couldn’t have been drunk.

Come on.

I’m not a monster.

I’m married, and we’re just going to roll with that punch along with all the others. Not like I couldn’t have done a lot worse when it comes to a husband. Right?

Looking off the camera, I attempt, “Maybe it was…soulmate bond impulse?”

It was concern for a tiny baby. It was one hundred percent concern for a tiny baby. Gracious. What did I just think in regard to lying to my parents? Maybe I am a monster. Maybe that’s why this kind man isn’t so keen on telling me exactly what type of fae I am. He doesn’t want to horrify me with the reality of my own existence.

“I did wonder if you could feel our bond.”

Ah, nuts. Now he thinks I can feel some cosmic soul bond between us. Why did I find myself in a hole and decide the smart thing to do was start digging?

Moving right along, he asks, “What time might I expect you if you are able to sort things out with your parents in a favorable way?”

I glance at the time in the top corner of my screen. “They won’t be up for at least another hour. So maybe in two?”

He nods once and stands. “I will have things ready.”

“Okay.”

He hangs up.

I sag, slumping back against my pillow. My nightgown strap slips dramatically off my shoulder as I return my attention to the ceiling.

In my head, I push my shovel into soft earth and toss another load out of the pit.


Chapter 24

~~~~~~~~~~~~

Tea party time in the haunted mansion.

To say I expected any part of this would be a lie. Not a single minute so far has been expected.

For starters, I am alone with Pollux in a left sitting room toward the back of his manor. The sitting room takes the word elegant to an entirely new level. Everything is crystal, real wood, varnished and stained. Regal drapes frame a large window that displays a lavish backyard, which starkly contrasts the horror story that is the front yard.

Alexios and Andromeda are somewhere, or so I’ve been told.

According to Pollux, Alexios tends to go to the palace and find work most days. Andromeda tends to wander when she doesn’t have school, which is why he didn’t know she had school until recently.

In front of me on a round table adorned in white lace rests a three-tier dessert stand with an array of small cakes, pastries, and fruits. Beside it, a pot of tea sits atop a candle warmer. Naturally, the cream and sugar containers match it and the teacups. They’re all porcelain, hand-painted with tiny leaves and curling vines.

Pollux is meticulous.

Merciless.

I…I just don’t even know what to do or say…

Pollux clears his throat. “Willow has told me before that she wished she had been provided with a comprehensive pamphlet when she was introduced to this world. Please forgive any typos. I’ve only had a few weeks to put it together, and I only proofread it once last night after you left while I was waiting for Meda to get up.”

It is more than a pamphlet. It is an entire folder of information, organized with a table of contents. There’s an entire section that outlines details about each of Pollux’s friends, what they are, their brief backstories…

I dip a biscuit in my tea and nibble while I read the alphabetized collection off the laminated pages.

Alana is Cael’s soulmate and Brittny’s sister. She comes to Pollux for antidepressants and what suspiciously feels like talk therapy. Until recently, she was part human and part siren, which is an unseelie fae that hones elements of both sky and sea. Now, she has shed all of her humanity in favor of taking the form of a black witch moth.

Alexios is a yamachichi, an unseelie fae full of mischief. He came into being out of Alana’s more morose emotions and is capable of stealing feelings, life force, and souls if provided a centimeter of leeway. I am warned against providing a millimeter.

Brittny and Ollie are husband and wife, werecanines, and soulmates. Brittny was human until several months ago when Ollie changed her during a full moon at the end of spring. Ollie is the runt of his family, and until recently when he discovered his own pack acted like one.

Cael is the prince presiding over the domain that covers Mountain Vale. Pollux has included several endearing curses to describe him. And quite little else.

Pila is a dryad and the only seelie fae who has ever been able to withstand Pollux’s fear-soaked presence without showing a single sign of distress. Pila baffles him. He seems vaguely annoyed it isn’t the best behavior to run scientific tests on friends.

Willow is a human with dryad and pixie blood. She’s Zylus’s thrall, wife, and soulmate. Being his thrall means her existence has been frozen in an unchanging state. She often visits even though Pollux’s presence disturbs her. She brings him gifts of liquor and sarcasm—both of which he appreciates at varying levels.

Zylus is a vampire who has chosen the form of a black cat. True to that form, many things spook him regardless of the fact he is a massively powerful agent in Cael’s kingdom, an honored knight, and the birthplace of the fear that created Andromeda.

Boogeymen, apparently, are fragile creatures born of fears. When a fear is too persistent, overwhelming, or strong, a dream eater can come into consciousness with thoughts and feelings beyond feeding on terror.

Pollux broke rules of nature when he sought out Zylus’s decaying boogeyman and nudged it over the edge into dream eater territory by using his own gathered strength as a conduit to bring it into higher awareness.

Thereby, Andromeda was “born.”

“This explains so much…” I murmur as I turn a page. “At movie night, why did Willow say she went through the pain of childbirth if Meda was wholly Zylus’s fear?”

Pollux coughs as he lifts his teacup and mumbles against the rim. “Meda may have almost killed Willow when she initially formed. The attack is what prompted Zylus to make Willow his thrall. Had he not claimed her then…she would have died. It was a gamble on Meda’s part, seeing as dead things have no fear to feed on. No doubt since her origin was a fae’s fears, not a human’s, she knew more than many simple boogeymen. So she knew no soulmate would let their other half die if it could be helped, and she knew to create a situation where it could be helped.”

I lift my attention off the pages of my comprehensive binder and stare at him.

He won’t look at me as he sips his tea. “She was hungry. She did what she thought she had to. Unseelie fae at that level are little more than beasts acting on animal instinct.”

“But you still decided to adopt her?”

“She was hungry and alone. I gave her food and the ability to want to live. I have no reason to regret what I’ve done. Faerie is…” He lowers his cup and closes his eyes. “The rules in Faerie are different. Especially beyond Cael’s domain. In many ways, the world Cael has forged around himself is soft.”

I check the table of contents and find a guide strictly in relation to Cael’s domain. It’s a sensory friendly kingdom. Gentle. Kind. Good. Shining. Beautiful. Built to welcome the vast differences of many kinds of fae, not just collective tribes that accommodate a singular type. “There’s no money in Cael’s kingdom?”

“Correct.”

“How does that even work?”

“Everyone helps one another. Everyone cares about one another. All issues that cannot be readily resolved go before Cael. Everyone has sworn an oath of allegiance to him. No one is allowed within his kingdom unless he says so, and no one is welcomed into his eclipse unless he has deemed them worthy.”

“Would I be deemed worthy?” I murmur, absently. This seems like the kind of place that would pay for my craft supplies. I am all in favor of a kingdom that doesn’t require their teachers to get their own glue sticks out of pocket.

“I…do not know.”

I blink and look up. “Really?”

“I can’t lie.”

Straightening, I get myself a tiny cake while I process that concept. “I’m scarier than a dream eater? And…and a soul-sucking monkey bat? Which is what a yamachichi seems to be, right?”

“Correct.”

“Seriously?”

He wets his lips and repeats, “I cannot lie.”

“Am I part unseelie?”

“No.”

“But…unseelie are the bad ones, aren’t they? I’m scarier than an unseelie, but I’m still seelie?”

Pollux sighs. “Unseelie are born from darker places than the seelie are. Good or bad is a different thing entirely. Many unseelie do not contain the capacity for such complex moral dilemmas. You, dearest, are a frightful creature, born from a blinding yet fragile power. The scope of what you are capable of is immensely unstable.”

“And Cael, the moth prince who is so chill he fell asleep on the floor cuddling Alana during movie night, might feel threatened by me?”

“He has centuries of skill and is no small creature himself. Threatened is not the most appropriate word.”

“Right. You mentioned it before in the dream plane. He’d try to contain me.” I purse my lips. “What does that look like, exactly? A padded cell? Or…”

“Spells. He might place a seal on your power in order to keep you from accidentally using it.”

“And that is bad, why?”

“It would keep you from being able to intentionally use it.”

“Huh.” Turning yet another page, I stumble upon the rules about faerie truths and lies. The fae can only speak the truth, but they can misdirect using their words, actions, and tone. Single word answers to questions are unreliable unless the full statement is provided. They can lie freely in text. Interesting. “Am I magic? Can I do magic right now if I just knew what sort of magic I could do?”

“I am uncertain. I believe…perhaps.”

“I should jump off a roof and see if I can fly…”

Pollux grunts. “I would not recommend that. I would also not recommend trying to discover your abilities until after you have found more peace in all of this. It is imperative you regain peace in yourself. For some fae, emotions impact results. For most, they impact control. You are part human, so your physical body is fragile. Misfires can be lethal.”

Yikes. “Is there a chance I accidentally shed my humanity like Alana did?”

“Alana did not shed her humanity accidentally. She discovered a truth in the face of many lies she once believed and chose to embrace it over the falsehoods. When you become fully fae, your humanity will not be something you mourn.”

My stomach dips. “When, huh? Not if?”

“You are mine. It is inevitable that you will not leave me at the end of a human lifespan.”

Lowering my hand to an embroidered candle on my brightly-sewn skirt, I trace the wick. Over and over. “Oh. Okay.” There’s a section on soulmates, so I skip over there and skim the pages.

Each soul only has one mate. There are no replacements if that mate passes. One does not decide who their mate is. The only choice each faerie has is whether or not to accept the call of the bond and trust that soulmates are paired in perfect ways.

It’s anxiety-inducing to think about.

It’s anxiety-inducing to feel.

As it stands, I am painfully attracted to Pollux. The way he looks. The way he thinks. Every sliver of his character that I’ve uncovered has made me like him more—in spite of the red flags I perceived at the start of this whole mess.

Heck, even just the way he pleaded with me last night to forgive him for putting his daughter first squeezed my heart. Like his ideals and morals were crafted specifically to do things to me.

I’ve been fighting a losing battle against myself during wakefulness and literally begging him to make me his in the absence of reality’s stress.

This…is happening.

One way or another, this is happening.

I’m a faerie’s soulmate, and we’re going to be in a relationship that goes further than the scandals of my dreams.

It’s inevitable.

And it’s freaking me out in ways I’m not sure I know how to decipher.

The universe arranged-marriaged me. Apparently that happens to unassuming elementary school teachers just trying to make it through the holiday season. Awesome. Cool. No problem. Love that for me.

I tear my gaze off the pages and work on my breaths. I’m calm. Like a trickling stream. I’m calm. Like a teacher staring down a parent who is upset I showed an episode of I Love Lucy during a rainy day recess.

Everything is fine.

Life is life, and we just deal.

I am so unbelievably tired it isn’t even funny…

“So…” I begin. “I…appreciate all the time and effort you put into this. May I take it home and review further?”

“Of course.”

The threads of the wick on my skirt start to make my fingertip feel raw as I can’t seem to stop myself from drawing the shape into my skin. “As you’ve already expressed, I need time to process things. If we’re soulmates and meant to be, I will not ignore that.”

His eyes light.

My heart jerks. “That is to say I still need time to come to terms with it emotionally.”

“Of course. I am in no hurry to make you mine. I prefer the certainty that comes from calculation. Test me against your desires for as long as it takes, and I shall pursue you for as long as you allow until there is not a single question in your mind that you want me.”

Oh, honey…

Flutters erupt in my stomach.

…I wish I had more questions in my mind concerning where I stood in wanting you.

Fighting down the impulses I’m now allowed to blame on soulmate bond magic, I ask, “What happens next?” Telling my parents? Moving in together? Getting human married so my father can walk me down the aisle in front of a bunch of people I barely know, because really my only friend is Zahra, and everyone will think I’m pregnant because it happened so fast, and the people on my school board—who will be there out of posterity—will inevitably ask me invasive questions concerning how a pregnancy will impact the school?

Something…else? Ideally less horrible?

“Next…” He sets his teacup down and extends his hand. “May I have your unlocked phone?”

Wait. We’re just skipping right to that part of a relationship? Isn’t that a toxic part that shouldn’t be in a relationship? I hesitate. “Why do you need it?”

“It is important to provide you with an adequate support system during this transitional time. I like to call said support system Willow, Brittny, and Alana. During Alana’s last session, I asked for their numbers.”

“You’re…giving me a friend group?”

“I suppose.”

I cross my ankles and change to a different finger before the embroidery thread makes my index finger bleed. “No, that’s weird. I’m an adult. I don’t need someone to set up play dates for me.”

“I am providing you with contact information. You may set up the play dates yourself.”

I scrunch up my shoulders. “Calling outings with friends play dates is strange at my age. Don’t infantalize me just because you’re at least three thousand.”

He arches a brow. “I am merely reiterating your own language not attempting to treat you like a child.”

I’ve backed myself into a corner. My stomach is starting to hurt, and a headache is crawling up the base of my neck. I have no systems in place to handle any of this. My smile and wave default is not particularly helpful right now.

“The moment Willow finds out you’re aware, she will locate your phone number regardless.”

“I’m sorry, what?”

“She has your full name and knows where you work.”

“Unless I call a parent first, my personal phone number isn’t public.”

“That will not stop her.”

I am beginning to see why Willow and a man made of fear are friends. She seems pretty terrifying in her own right.

Burying my fingers in my hair, I close the folder and rest my elbow on the table. “I’m not the best at friendships. I don’t really like them. The ones I have right now are more than enough.”

“Do you find relationships exhausting?”

I sigh. “I’m an introvert. I need a lot of my own time and space. After being around twelve kids for eight hours most days, all I want to do is go home to my sewing machine and crochet hook. Maintaining one friend is hard enough.”

Pollux stares at me, his red eyes boring through my flesh.

A shiver works its way down my spine, and I shift in my seat as I push back my tangled curls. The messy bun isn’t going to cut it for much longer. It’s got to be wash day soon. “What?”

“I was not aware humans felt the need to maintain friends.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Willow hosts movie night every Thursday because Thursday is movie night. Regardless of attendance, she will watch a movie. Cael can sometimes be absent from these events for several weeks with only a letter of correspondence apologizing for his inability to be present. Friendship is an agreement that doesn’t erode. It doesn’t need to be maintained. It is a quiet knowledge that people will be there for you if you need them, just as you might return the sentiment in their time of need.”

A laugh explodes out of me. “You’re joking, right?” I peek at my comprehensive pamphlet again and see if I can’t find a clause under the explanation of what is and isn’t a faerie lie that says jokes permit falsehoods.

Like a slap to the face, I discover that sarcasm and jokes still can’t contain lies, so often they are framed within questions.

Well.

Okay then.

Dropping the book closed again, I say, “Every friendship I’ve had before Zahra fell apart on me. I’m only truly convinced I’ve been able to maintain Zahra because we have to see each other every day at work. Literally. If both of us can’t be there, we have to shut down the school.”

“And during the summer?” Pollux asks.

During the summer? Ha. During the summer I hibernate like a bear in winter, storing up my people energy with the ferocity of someone who wants to openly sob at every available opportunity. During the summer, I remind myself how much I love kids and teaching and learning and teaching kids how to learn—because every summer I feel the brunt of dealing with parents and kids and waking up so early and coming home so exhausted that I contemplate quitting at least once a week.

Every summer, I update and create new lesson plans once I’ve crawled out of bed.

Every summer…I don’t reach out to Zahra at all. I think about her almost daily, but I never actually bring myself to reach out.

“During the summer…” I murmur, “…she’ll occasionally drag me out to something somewhere a couple times.” And I’ll talk about my lesson plans and my latest dress project, and she’ll tell me she spent eighteen straight hours doing her makeup after spending fifteen styling a wig. I’ll ask if she’s slept at all in the last forty-eight hours, and she’ll stare at me like insanity has a name, and it is Kassandra.

I love her.

I’m so grateful I have her.

“Would you like to have three more Zahras?” Pollux asks.

I find myself laughing again and looking at him as though insanity has a new name and it’s his. “Dreamboy, I don’t think you understand how unique a Zahra is. Only one was fearfully and wonderfully made.”

“Phone.”

“No.”

He rises, plants a hand on the table, and looms over me.

I swallow and stare up into his red eyes.

Rudely, my gaze flicks down to his soft lips, and I remember the way they feel on my skin.

“Don’t be stubborn with me,” he murmurs, and his breath caresses my cheek before his kisses it. “It kind of makes me even more attracted to you.”

“Are you intentionally seducing me right now?”

“I am distracting you from the fact you’re being pick-pocketed.”

I blink.

He lands back in his seat with my phone.

I slap a hand against the skirt pocket in my dress, and my brain flashes error messages. I didn’t even feel him steal my phone. What? How does he know how to do that? Why was it so effective? “I’ll have you and all your faerieness know that is not healthy relationship behavior. Besides, it’s locked. I didn’t set up facial recognition, so it’s a pin, and you don’t have it.” Unless part of a dream eater’s power is carousing in a person’s mind and getting whatever information they want…which for the record I did not see outlined in my comprehensive folder.

“Meda is a monster.” He unlocks my phone. “She told me the pin a few weeks ago, just in case I’d need it. I told her it wasn’t kind to memorize someone’s attempt at privacy. She asked me if I’d already memorized it. I chased her around the house.” He taps casually on my phone as his eyes narrow. “I think we had pancakes after.”

I am incredibly out of my depth. The power discrepancy here is concerning.

And, yet, I have no idea what I’m supposed to do about it.

Fate slammed us together, and the only thing I have to protect me is a promise that this man won’t make it official by claiming me without my verbal permission.

He holds my phone back out to me. “There. You have access to support now.”

Taking my phone, I pull back my shoulders. “I’d like to enforce a boundary.”

His brows rise.

“When I say no, Pollux, I do really mean no.”

Calculations spill through his eyes, then physical pain crosses his expression. “I apologize. I am trying to do what’s best for you, but removing your say in the matter does not help that goal. I shall not do it again, and if I learn of your new pin after you change it, I will tell you immediately so you can change it again.”

Dully, I watch him, already knowing I’m not going to bother changing my pin. This is the most sincere man I’ve ever met, and he literally can’t lie, so what’s the point?

Sighing, I locate the new names in my phone. Alana. Brittny. Willow. A moth princess. A werecanine. And a vampire thrall. Now available to text at my leisure. “Why were they all part human? Seems a little imbalanced.”

“If you ask Willow and Alana, it’s because they’re starring as the leads in a book series and their humanity makes them…” He clears his throat, muttering, “…hashtag relatable.”

“And if I ask you?”

He lifts and drops his shoulders. “The universe is kind enough to prepare similarities among a group of friends and those who will enter it. There are many, many more pairings I know of in Cael’s domain that aren’t from part human places. But, given the relationships made prior to meeting our soulmates, it makes sense that those entering this group would be able to do so seamlessly. Zylus was human once, so Willow being part human makes sense. Willow set the stage going forward. Perhaps it’s less a matter of relatability on a large, public scale, and more about relatability on an internal one. Willow, Brittny, and Alana have been where you are. They grew up in the world you’ve known. They’ve asked the questions you’re asking. They’ve been overwhelmed by the massive shifts in their reality. Willow even rejected all of this for a while. In many ways, they understand how it feels to be going through what you are going through. Therefore, my connection to them makes you an even more perfect pair for me.”

He’s making a lot of sense and saying a lot of pretty, smart, deep-thinking type words. The kinds of words I like quite a lot.

My toes curl in my shoes as I uncross my ankles and cross them the other way. “Ultimately, you believe it’s a very good idea for me to connect with these women?”

“I do.”

“Even though I would be doing so with the intent of being vulnerable in front of basic strangers?” My head shakes. “I’m just not sure how comfortable I am with that.”

“Sometimes growing isn’t comfortable. That’s why it is a word often paired with pains.”

I stuff a pastry in my mouth and try not to pout like a child.

Pollux continues, “I am warning you that Willow will find you whether you reach out to her or not.”

“How foreboding,” I mumble around the amazing cherry filling.

“She takes her position in this group very seriously. She has spent so much of her life isolated. Now that she has found the place where she is safe to belong, she has realized how much care she had lying dormant inside her. Your adoption is inevitable.”

“Adoption? Is she the matriarch of your friend group?”

“I did imply as much a moment ago.”

I get another pastry. “So this is what I’m hearing: I am adrift in a tide that I cannot control. I have no hope of reaching the shore. It’s just a matter of time before I give in and let the ocean take me.”

“You are free to reject us, Kassandra. You are enough of a human that you could tell me you want nothing to do with me, and I would respect that. Willow learned too young not to force herself into places where it is clear she is not wanted. You are free to break my heart. I will pretend I have not sensed your arousal every time I am near. I will pretend you did not feel so at peace the first time you joined me for a meal that it subdued you to tears. We do not choose our soulmates, but we do have a choice on whether or not we accept them.” Reaching, he latches a curl behind my ear and lets his touch linger. “You can lock this knowledge up with the rest of the things your world has taught you to scorn, or you can take the key I am offering. It is up to you.”

I scoff. “I dislike the words you’re using. They have manipulative connotations. Of course the second option seems better. No one wants to be locked up.”

“And, yet, that is how you live. Locked in a cage. Apologizing for and asking others to forget the brief, beautiful moments you display when you think no one can condemn you.”

Glaring, I lift my chin. “We agreed not to bring up what happened in the dream plane again.”

“No, we didn’t. The only thing I agreed to last night was not to claim you without your permission.”

A swear slips through my brain. He’s right. He never agreed not to bring up my skankish behavior. He just told me he didn’t think begging him to touch me in ways that would haunt me counted as skankish behavior.

He continues, “We are married. I am ashamed of nothing that happened, and it hurts me to see you think you should be.”

I release a breath and turn my attention out the window. Sunlight rains across the chilled yard that will soon no doubt be awash in snow. “Women aren’t encouraged to express those kinds of wants. It’s crass.”

“Human foolishness.”

“We have very different cultures, and we are from very different ages. How is this even supposed to work at some point, once I’ve figured all the grand rest of it out?”

“A relationship works when both involved parties want it to work. We have many things in common, Kassandra, but even if we didn’t, so long as I find it fascinating the way you light up when you talk about what you enjoy, your interests will begin to become mine. When someone is important to you, whatever is important to them becomes important to you as well. Your values, wishes, and dreams will become what I value, wish, and dream. We are both adults capable of mature deliberation. Loving you is a decision I make with full awareness. I hope, one day, loving me will be one you make as well.”

“I have never been in a serious relationship before.”

“In this context, neither have I.”

“So how do you know what you’re saying is true?”

“Because I can say it, at the very least, it must be something I believe. And as I have studied this topic extensively, I can assume it closer to fact than it is to belief.”

My brow furrows. “Why would you study things you didn’t think you could have because you were unseelie?”

The softest edge of a smile curves his lips. “Whether I had a soulmate or not, I still desired a cure for the fear I impose on people unintentionally.”

“What does that have to do with relationships?”

“Nothing, and everything. Perhaps…thirty years ago or so, I met the first seelie fae who was unaffected by me.”

“Pila, right?” I ask.

He nods. “She had just sprouted. Cael brought this infant to me, and I panicked that my presence alone might instantly kill her. Instead…she laughed and let me hold her.” He traces the handle of his teacup with his thumb. “Every so often, a being is born of something so pure and powerful their existence alone can change the world. Do you know what is stronger than fear, dearest?”

I meet his eyes as the answer comes to mind. It’s too simple. And, yet, it is also more complicated than anything else in the world.

Smiling, he says, “Love.”


Chapter 25

~~~~~~~~~~~~

Are the odds ever truly in our favor?

I did not message Willow.

I am still processing the events of yesterday morning’s breakfast.

And, yet, here I sit with a little kitty in my lap, staring blearily at my phone after my message tone awakened me from my late afternoon nap.

My bad.

Did I say message tone, implying it was singular?

How silly of me.

Willow: Bookstore.

Willow: Sorry. Context.

Willow: Pollux says you’re one of us, one of us now, so I found your phone number online after a little digging. I also know your parents’ names and your home address.

Willow: Still living with your parents is totally okay, but have we not noticed the pretty spooky manor that could be your home?

Willow: Food for thought.

Willow: Out of curiosity, do you have an Uncle Moses who lives a couple hours from here? Your father’s parents really said Bible theme with their two boys, huh?

Willow: That’s cute. I like it.

Willow: Cool book, too.

Willow: I especially love the part where that girl drives that stake through that guy’s head.

Willow: Anyway. Bookstore. Page Turner. Downtown. Two co-authors I like just released a sequel to their first mythology retelling.

Willow: Alana and I are heading there to sniff pages.

Willow: You in?

I am still fighting the hit by a truck, how dare you think a nap was a good idea feeling while I contemplate actually going out and getting hit by a truck.

Scrubbing my face, I go to my contacts, select Pollux, and call.

A moment passes before a gruff, “Yes?” comes through the line.

“I require verbal confirmation that Willow isn’t a serial killer. I’d ask if you gave her my number, but I think it’s safe to assume she found it herself if she has the name of my uncle.” As well as, apparently, his current address.

Another moment passes before Pollux, reassuringly, says, “Willow is not a serial killer, to my knowledge.”

“To your knowledge?”

“To my knowledge.”

I attempt to bring moisture back into my mouth after what seems to have been a blackout two-and-a-half hour coma. “Like, what percentage of confidence in that knowledge are we talking here?”

Moments pass. “Eighty-seven.”

“Really? Eighty-seven. You can’t even give me a ninety-nine point nine, nine, nine Germ-X level of confidence?”

“The woman snaps rooster necks with her bare hands whenever she breeds her chickens and too many males are born. Also, not once, not twice, but three separate times she has informed me which plants in this area are endangered in case I need to hide a body under something that is illegal to dig up. Also, if I do need to bury a body, she’s told me I should bury it vertically. It takes more effort, but I suppose it isn’t the shape law enforcement officials are looking for when they search for victims of murder. Also, I should bury an animal nearby and at a shallower depth, because then the search dogs will alert to that. Eighty-seven percent is a decent odd.”

Eighty-seven percent is a beautiful odd.

“I am assuming Willow contacted you?” he murmurs.

“She told me she knows where me, my parents, and my uncle live. Then she invited me to the bookstore.”

The deepest sigh I have ever heard rumbles into my ear. “Because of course she did.” He mutters a swear followed by Willow’s name. “Do you want to go to the bookstore?”

“I do like bookstores. I don’t like being murdered and buried vertically under endangered plants.”

Pollux exhales a laugh. “My concern for that is zero percent. I respect Willow.”

Yeah, I mean, how could you not?

“You will be safe with her,” he says.

“Promise?” I ask.

“I shouldn’t make promises so loosely in such an unpredictable world.”

My phone buzzes against my ear.

Willow: Alana is bringing snacks. Can I bribe you with snacks?

“She’s trying to bribe me with snacks now.”

Pollux sighs again. “Because of course she is. Would you prefer if I went with you?”

“No,” I state, too quickly. “I’m an adult. I can eat snacks and look at books without a chaperone.” I might even go into the smut section and become even more of a skank. He doesn’t know me.

“Pity,” he murmurs. “I miss you.”

I didn’t dream last night. Probably because I subconsciously wasn’t ready to see him again. But I still saw him yesterday morning. “It’s only been one day,” I mutter.

“After a lifetime without you, one day is too long.”

My heart flips. I wet my lips and rub my chest with my free hand. “Dinner…?” I say, stupidly.

“Dinner?”

I close my eyes. “Would you like to go out to dinner. With me. Sometime soon. After I spend some time with Willow and Alana and eighty-seven percent don’t get murdered?”

“One hundred percent don’t get murdered. Thirteen percent spend time with a serial killer.”

“Thank you for the clarification.”

He makes a low sound. “Words, dearest. Even over the phone, I can taste the way they cause your soul to touch mine.”

I wince. “Sorry. That was an accident.”

“Just be careful.”

The way I want to Kay, Dad him is powerful, but I refrain as I hang up, force myself to stand—much to Chai’s protest—and message Willow back.

Kass: Sounds like fun! What time should I meet you there?

ᴥ

I have never been to Page Turner before, and the moment I step inside the shop, I do not know why. It’s lovely. It’s the kind of place I’d be happy to come to by myself. Whenever Zahra and I go to Barnes and Noble, she heads straight to the manga section, taps every series she’s read online, relays a mini review on each, then says she’s hungry and needs a snack at the cafe.

Where, inevitably, she’ll come away knowing the barista’s backstory and about twenty different points of local gossip.

After letting the still atmosphere of Page Turner ease something deeply wound up inside me, I find Alana and Willow hovering around a display table boasting an elegant stack of the same fantasy book. New Release and New York Times Bestseller signs hover above the gorgeous arrangement.

“It’s the most beautiful thing I have ever seen right at this exact moment,” Alana whispers, reverent.

“I agree fully.”

“Are you also experiencing the feminine urge to purchase every copy and create a display table in your home?” Alana asks.

Willow looks up, meeting her eyes. “I am indeed also experiencing that feminine urge. I wonder. Should we act on it?”

“That depends. Do you have my brother’s bank card in your purse?”

“I most definitely do have Ollie’s bank card in my purse.”

Their eyes spark—united mischief—before Willow notices me. “Oh.” The frenzied plotting glint tames into something absently casual. “Kass. Greetings. Come make bad decisions with us.”

Grinning brilliantly, Alana holds out a granola bar. “Snack.”

“Alana remembered too late that Faerie food takes time to be perceptible to humans, so her ability to bring promised snacks was limited.” After the explanation, Willow disregards me in favor of picking up the fantasy book and flipping through the pages.

Alana hums, twirling the granola bar like a wand. “Also, apparently, the residue of magic can cause diarrhea and nausea before it effectively dissipates if your system isn’t prepared to handle it. Luckily—” She offers the bar again. “—I had this in my car from my Human Era. It might be out of date. If that bothers you. Sell-bys are, however, a suggestion, and I can’t lie, so you know that’s the truth.”

Or what she believes is the truth, according to my fae folder.

“That’s okay.” I force a slight laugh. “I wasn’t bribed with snacks. I was interested in seeing you both again. Movie night was fun.” And weird. “Do you really have one every week?”

“Yep. Even had one last week. On the food holiday.” Willow inhales against the pages of the book she’s holding and lets the breath out as a happy sigh before promptly putting it in her basket. On top of two others. That are exactly like it.

My word.

She’s picking them like fruit at a grocery store.

“We killed a rooster,” Alana informs me.

I jerk my attention off Willow and stammer, “Oh. Um. Wow. To…eat?”

“No. For decoration,” Willow says.

Willow, according to my fae folder, can lie. Being a thrall means her existence is paused in her human skin, and retaining humanity means she cannot be trusted. Or at the very least, given this context, I hope she’s being sarcastic.

“We didn’t have as easy access to a turkey without going to the store or on a hunt in Faerie,” Alana mentions. “And who wants to do that?”

Willow snaps another book closed, tucks it into her basket, and looks at me. “Also, I like turkeys. They bumble about magnificently. Roosters deserve a slower death than the one I give them.”

I am fully understanding the eighty-seven percent. In fact, personally, she’s pushing eighty-six.

A moment of silence weighs in the air while I attempt—desperately—to gather my thoughts and personality in front of basic strangers. Mimicking Willow, I pick up one of the books, flip through a few chapters, and freeze as very apparent situations appear before me. In bold, bold language.

My aptitude for skank could never. Oh my word. He’s doing what with his huh now? My entire face blisters as I can’t drag my attention off the display painting itself in horribly vivid hues before me. The images in my head are a blinding reminder why I don’t read fiction more often. I see every word. Hear every sound. Vibrantly. My emotions get tangled up as though I have slipped right into the main character’s skin.

And.

Yeah.

Their feelings are mine.

It’s hot in here, and I can’t breathe.

Willow snaps her fingers in front of the pages, and I jolt.

“Spicy, spicy. You want it? I’ll get it for you.” Willow lifts her chin. “In fact, I’ll get you two. Buddy read with Pollux. Please. Not that I’m begging or anything. In unrelated news, would you like a camera that can capture the fae? It’s only about as large as a dime. To be planted in a most precarious place once you discover where Pollux most often reads books.”

I swallow, hard. “Oh. No. That’s all right.” I would. Really. It’s just that I think I would die immediately if Pollux opened this book in my presence? “It’s not quite the genre I normally read. I tend to stick to classics…history…middle grade.” The occasional thesaurus and dictionary page… Textbooks. Man, can I sound any more like an elementary school teacher?

How in the world am I supposed to mesh with a faerie princess and someone who pokes creatures made of fear for fun?

If the universe is sanctioning this friendship, it has to have made a mistake.

I’m so uncomfortable, my clothes are starting to feel like sandpaper. And the reason I make my own clothes is largely so they won’t do that.

“Is Howl’s Moving Castle appropriate for middle grade?” Alana asks. “The male lead turns into goo at one point. It’s great.”

“Oh. Yes. I’ve seen that one here.” Willow turns on her platform heel.

In a few seconds, I am holding a book with a steampunk looking structure on the cover.

“We can watch the movie based on it this Thursday,” Willow says. “It’s appropriate for Meda.”

Alana agrees before she begins humming softly and perusing whatever genre is closest.

I take note of their actions, then follow their lead.

We stay at the bookstore for a perfectly reasonable few hours, all while I attempt to figure out what’s going on. Mentions of Faerie appear in such brief snatches, it’s as though they’re hardly important. Existing with magic at their fingertips isn’t some massive revelation. It’s their normal life.

Discussion of the latest royal court comes on the coattails of trying a sushi train in the town over, which devolves into whether we should go by flying carriage or car.

And.

I.

I just.

I cannot hope to compare myself to the insanity.

Willow’s bluntness has me reeling almost every time she opens her mouth, and Alana? Alana has barely stopped singing to herself the entire time I’ve been around her. The tunes ebb and flow with purpose, and they’re beautiful, unlike anything I’ve ever heard.

In contrast to the vibrant way these women live, I’m nodding along to plans of a sushi train as though I’ve not been vegetarian my entire life and the inevitable cross-contamination would give me the worst food poisoning ever.

The hints of magic in the air have me completely forgetting I drove to the bookstore until I’m halfway down the forest path leading to Willow’s cottage. Blinking out of the trance, I discover my face hurts. It’s been frozen in a smile for the past few hours.

I’m exhausted.

I don’t know why.

I want to cry, just a little bit, but all I can do is grip Howl’s Moving Castle a little tighter and attempt to find the correct spot to interrupt the conversation with the smallest ha ha, I left my car at the bookstore. Crazy, I totally forgot I was having so much fun. We’ll have to do this again sometime. Bye.

Alana is relaying, in detail, the events of an anime I have never heard of. She is going three thousand miles per hour.

There are no openings.

Despite the absence of openings, Willow interjects, “Sandwiches.” Tilting forward, she looks past Alana at me. “We’re having sandwiches for dinner. Leftover rooster.”

My muscles tighten. Because I don’t know how to reply to that any more than I know how to reply to what Alana is still saying about magical boys and pink wombats. The surreal feeling snaps, and I remember how one interacts with people. My script is the same as it has been since middle school. How silly of me to forget. “I have to get back home soon. My parents are probably expecting me.”

Willow arches a brow. “So what you’re saying is you could have sandwiches with us if you lived with Pollux.”

My heart hits my ribs.

Alana pauses her rendition of whatever episode she’s on now to add, “Pollux has a whole bedroom ready for you.”

Dry humor washes across Willow’s face. “And you two are already married.”

Alana’s eyes bulge. “Wait, what? This is not information I received during my last session. I didn’t know you could get married before you were claimed.” Her attention whips to me. “Congratulations.”

I open my mouth, remember I shouldn’t thank her, and bite my tongue before I blurt how it was an absolute accident. Until this moment, I was not aware it was a semi-public one. But of course it is. Why wouldn’t Pollux share news of his marriage with his friends? As far as I can tell, he’s been waiting on his soulmate for a long, long time with very limited access to people who could stand being around him.

I’m a game changer for him on so many levels. My presence alone allows him to exist around people who would, without whatever it is I am interfering, be terrified of him.

“You seem stressed, Kass,” Willow comments. “Is matrimony not all you thought it might be?”

“It’s…” My mind wanders. “…interesting.”

“You get used to the biting, in my experience.”

I shut my brain off in order to block out the resulting imagery.

“My, doesn’t this sound fun…” A voice whispers from the trees, and my companions freeze.

As a unit, we look up to find a man twisting a dagger between his fingers. Contrasting heavily against his black robes, long white hair shines in the dying rays of sunlight. Like fingers, the light slips across a tattered strip of cloth tied around his eyes.

“Castor,” Alana greets, chipper, and my breath catches.

Castor? This is Castor?

Willow echos my thoughts in her own way. “Oh. So you’re Castor. Love the knife.”

“Gratitude,” he murmurs, flips it, and catches it by the blade as though he’s not blindfolded at all. “You’re welcome to look at it.”

Willow laughs. “Um. Yes. Don’t mind if I do.”

My head spins as Willow trots up to the evil prince I’ve been warned about and plucks his knife from his hands. Holding the metal up to the light, she whistles at what appears to be a collection of screaming faces decorating the handle. “Super cute.”

Alana goes to him next, peachy and humming as she has been this entire time. “I was hoping to see you again soon. It’s been months since we last spoke.”

Castor makes a low sound. “Indeed. Forgive me for not sparing a moment to congratulate you on your nuptials…”

“Sorry I didn’t tell you about Cael sooner. I kind of couldn’t.”

Castor flinches at Cael’s name and dips his chin. “I hold nothing against you, child. I know better than to think he did not have you under some manner of oath. You have been nothing but kind and open with me in all our interactions. When I burn this world, I intend to spare you.”

“Aw.” Alana giggles. “That makes me so happy.” Pulling one of the copies of the fantasy book out of Willow’s basket, she offers it to him. “Speaking of world burning, I got this for you, courtesy of my brother’s credit card.”

Castor straightens. “Another book recommendation?”

“I’ve been informed you can see, so read responsibly out of other’s sight.”

A shining smile falls over Castor’s mouth as his head dips. “More kidnapping?”

“Duh.”

What. Is. Going. On?

I thought this was an enemy?

I’m so confused.

Hedging cautiously forward, I take a place out of Castor’s reach behind Alana.

No sooner have I settled in does he turn his face toward me. “Hello.”

I press my lips together and practice keeping my attention off his blindfold. “Hi.”

“You smell of dreams.”

“I…appreciate it, if that’s a compliment?”

“Trained already, are you? And yet unclaimed.” In another moment, he’s in front of me, tilting my chin upward, and touching his forehead to mine.

My brain tells my body to jerk out of reach, but I am utterly frozen in place.

“Interesting,” he murmurs. “How suffocating it must be for you like this… How painful.”

“Hey, Castor, you’re behaving yourself, right?” Alana notes as wings and antennae unfurl from her back and forehead. She splays the dark wings laced in hints of pink and purple wide. “That’s our new friend. She’s already taken, too, so kidnapper, no kidnapping.”

“Indeed.” He lets me slip from his grasp, and I step back as soon as I find myself able. Castor flexes his fingers. “Is she Pollux’s?”

“Maybe,” Alana says.

Willow, still playing with the dagger, notes, “I prefer to think of it as Pollux is hers.”

Castor’s hands close into fists, and his knuckles crack. “When is it my turn?”

“Hey,” Alana soothes, touching Castor’s back.

He throws her hand off. “I do not need your comfort now. Centuries have brought me nothing but mindless beasts to call friends. Your kindness is grown in a softer world than the one I have known. You have the luxury of gentleness. All I have is anger.”

“Hey.” Alana’s tone solidifies into something sharp. “I know you’ve had a hard time, Castor, but you’ve not burned this bridge yet. Don’t set that spark.”

“And why shouldn’t I?”

“I think you know what would happen if harm came to any of us.”

A broken laugh spills out of him as he snatches the book from her fingers. “Of course. How soon do I forget to remember that I am ever on the losing side? I have mere animals to fight for me where one scratch on your precious finger would send an army out in your name.”

“To be fair,” Willow notes, majestically chill, “once in Australia there was a war against emus, and the people lost. Multiple times.”

“I am aware,” Castor hisses. “Who do you believe commandeered the emus?”

Willow cackles. “Are you serious? You’re my new favorite person. Want to come to movie night? We’ll pick something that has accessibility audio.”

Moments of chilling silence string themselves between Castor and Willow.

Finally, she asks, “Do you like popcorn?”

“I don’t believe you’re aware that you’re behaving inappropriately given the situation.”

Willow cocks a hip and points the dagger at him. “I don’t believe you’re aware what plot armor is.”

Some tension eases from his shoulders before he chuckles. “You have a marvelous friend, moth princess.”

Alana’s wings flit as she smiles. “I know.”

He turns toward her. “How are you faring?”

She shrugs. “The drugs seem to be working well enough. Pollux makes them for me and has me check in with him each week for assessments.”

Castor exhales a sigh. “How incredibly…him.”

“I really appreciate your help, Castor,” she says. “I never would have gotten this far without it.”

Stillness consumes him for several beats, then he dips his head. “It was the least I could do for the first person to treat me like a person in centuries.”

Clearly, there’s history here.

Big history.

Big history that I wasn’t a part of.

After what I’ve heard, I’m not sure what to think. Castor could turn us all into stone with a single look. I felt the way just his touch hardened my limbs moments ago. It’s dangerous to humor staying in his presence. And, yet, the moth faerie princess who literally has wings spilling from her back right now, seems entirely calm. The thrall of a vampire knight is playing with the basilisk’s knife, touching it to the tip of her finger as though it wouldn’t at all bother her to be cut.

If they were like me, I’d assume they were manufacturing all this hubris, but they aren’t like me at all.

They know who they are, and they aren’t hesitant to show it.

Relaxing, Castor lifts his free hand to his chest in a bow toward me. “Sincerest apologies, child. Do I unsettle you? Perhaps you’d be more comfortable if I removed my blind?” He lifts a hand to the cloth wrapped around his head, but I don’t see him touch it before Alana’s standing between us, wings covering me.

“Well, and here I thought we were friends, moth princess,” Castor murmurs.

“It’s not nice to make those kinds of jokes around new friends.”

Extending his hand toward Willow, Castor states, “My knife.”

“Are you sure I can’t keep it? Just imagine what my husband will think if I come home with a knife that smells like you. Ten out of ten good prank,” Willow protests.

“A tempting thought. However, my plans don’t include losing my favorite dagger.” Past Alana’s wings, I see Castor slip his knife free from Willow’s fingers, bend, and touch a kiss to her cheek. “This will suffice in your efforts of mischief.”

“Ha ha,” she says. “You’re in danger.”

A hiss that shifts into a roar pours from Willow’s shadow before a monster feline half the size of a car wraps her close in his claws and tucks her away from Castor. Voice garbled due to the teeth pouring from his partially human, partially cat face, the creature says, “Leave.”

“No one has a sense of humor anymore,” Castor mutters.

My entire world spins before a chill goes up my spine. My stomach turns over when I realize Castor has me in his grasp.

The tiniest flick of Castor’s damp tongue tastes the tip of my ear.

“Oh, for the love of marshmallows, Castor!” Alana snaps. “What did I just say about inappropriate jokes around new friends?”

His eerie laughter drifts into my skull before—all at once—he’s gone.

My skin crawls as I clamp a hand to my ear, scrubbing the sensation of him off.

Alana lets her wings settle as she huffs and rolls her eyes, muttering, “I respect the villainy, really I do, but poor Pollux. He’ll smell Castor on you and have a panic response if you don’t wash up before you see him again.”

The monstrous feline creature melts into Zylus, the man I at least mostly remember from movie night. Silken dark hair. Two-color eyes. Simple black clothes.

The pointed ears are new.

As was the cat beast thing.

And my coming face-to-face with a person responsible for at least two large-scale historical events. That I know of. So far.

Willow cringes as Zylus immediately begins nuzzling her cheek, planting kisses, licks, and nips. “Zy. I’m fine. Calm down.”

He persists, clutching her. “Has it occurred to you that, perhaps, I am not fine, starlight?”

To that, Willow sags back against him and mutters, “No. Because empathy is stupid.”

I…

Am out of my depth.

My forced smile falls as the weight of everything still standing in front of me becomes apparent.

Wings. Fangs. Eerie laughter echoing in the trees or in the cavern of my skull… Perhaps both.

This… All of this is my life now.

And I haven’t had decades to study the correct way to navigate any of it.


Chapter 26

~~~~~~~~~~~~

How exactly does one be fae responsibly?

Sandwiches.

I am on the verge of having a breakdown over sandwiches, while I listen to a lover’s quarrel, and stare at giant moth wings, which happen to be attached to a person. I don’t think I’ve contacted my parents to let them know that I’m running later than expected, but maybe I have. My brain is busy grappling with this idea that I’m surrounded by powerful creatures, and I’m supposed to be one of them.

It’s a lot to take in over cucumber on rye, which is what I made for myself after letting Willow and Alana know I was vegetarian and would, unfortunately, not be partaking of their Thanksgiving rooster. They did not understand I was attempting to politely escape. They just emptied everything in the kitchen that could be made into a sandwich onto the kitchen table.

“You should have called me the second you saw him,” Zylus mutters as he pissily constructs his sandwich from the various ingredients in front of me.

“Alana’s stronger than you,” Willow informs him, merciless.

“Alana is less trained than I.”

Willow sips hot chocolate, daintily, out of a glass teacup. “She’s also friends with the poor lonely villain boy whose villain arc is somewhat dependent on a lack of acceptance, as far as I can tell. Shoving him further away from the hope that friendship is magic doesn’t help anyone.”

Zylus slaps some plain mayo onto his bread. “He kissed your cheek.”

“I know. Now I can mark starting a scandal with a villainous rake off my bucket list.”

Zylus glares.

Willow takes another little sip.

Alana adds an obscene number of corn chip scoops to her sandwich before pressing the pumpernickel slices together and cutting them in four small triangles. “Castor isn’t bad,” she says.

“You have no idea what he’s done.” Zylus lets his shoulders sag as he softens his expression. “He acts without remorse, and his reckless abandon has caused so much harm.”

“He’s fae,” Alana says.

“That is no excuse.”

“It may not be an excuse, but it can be a reason. All of us were human once, and we are in an environment that promotes care. I’ve gone with Cael to other environments in Faerie. I’ve seen wilder places and darker schemes, even among the seelie. On some level, I know what it feels like to have a scream caught in your chest and no one around to hear it or help.” Alana bites into her sandwich, chews, and swallows. “Castor isn’t bad. He’s on the verge of breaking. The people he trusted to understand him didn’t. The person he looked up to the most kept things from him. He is fae, so he is different. But he met those like him during an age when they feared the differences he wanted to embrace. Instead of teaching him how to safely be himself, he was taught to subdue what he was. That hurts. Even when it comes from a place of good intentions.”

That hurts. Even when it comes from a place of good intentions.

My thoughts wrap around those words as I find Alana’s eyes.

She smiles at me. “Are you well, Kass? You’ve been processing, and you’re welcome to continue, but your voice is ready to be heard when you are ready to share it.”

Something akin to dread settles heavily in my chest. I try to force a new smile and assure her I’m fine, really. Totally okay over here. But…I can’t.

I started this excursion with questions I didn’t know how to correctly broach.

And I’ve done nothing but hold them inside as more and more compile.

Asking any of them feels like the start of a child’s why, why, why train, and I’ve never once been able to reach a satisfactory conclusion whenever I tumble down that spiraling path.

Near every time I’ve spoken what I’m really thinking, I’ve learned that my voice is not ready to be heard. I am far too much for the average person to handle. So I bottle myself up into bite-size pieces.

Maybe being around Alana and Willow is what it’s like to choke on something that hasn’t been tediously chipped down. I barely know what to do or how to respond to all of the beautiful things that are…them.

“Pollux told me about how you were all human once,” I whisper, looking toward Zylus. “How long has it been for you?”

He catches my eye. “I don’t quite remember. It’s been centuries since I shed the humanity I once claimed.”

“How…did you all cope with so many changes? How can you be so calm in the face of danger?” Putting my sandwich down, I wipe my hands on a napkin then fold my fingers in my lap, against hundreds of tiny sewn bumblebees. “I’m a teacher. Part of my job is to create a safe environment for my littles. How can I do that if there’s so much threatening everything around them? So much unknown that I can’t even warn them of?”

“What are you talking about?” Willow lowers her cup. “There’s always unknown. This is just a new collection of options inside that never-ending mass. At any given moment, without warning, a tree could fall on top of us. You never know when a bad person might decide you’re the next target. Brittny was nearly assaulted, raped, and kidnapped at a Walmart a few months ago. By humans.”

Alana coughs, choking on her own hot chocolate. “My baby sister was what now?”

Willow waves the question off. “It’s fine. Ollie took care of it. The point is: unknown bad stuff is all over the place. You prepare for it just like you prepare for anything else. There’s a different issue making it hard to breathe right now. What is it?”

My heart thumps as Willow looks through me, dark makeup framing piercing gray eyes.

Breath sticks in my lungs as I feel her physically peeling me apart.

“Darling,” Zylus murmurs, cautious.

“Hush. I’m wearing her down.”

I force my attention to the other half of my sandwich. Somehow, I know she isn’t wrong. I’m a teacher in a small town at a small school built upon Christian standards. Despite that, I’ve seen and heard so many horrible things in my sheltered bubble it’s depressing. What is the real reason making me feel like my entire world is coming to an end? I’m not scared. These feelings aren’t fear. There’s worry, and concern, and unsettle, and exhaustion, but not fear.

Concern and worry make you compassionate.

Fear is entirely unhelpful for others.

So I think…I think I got rid of it along with everything else that was inconvenient for those around me. It’s this sensation—this knowledge—that I’ve chipped pieces of myself that belonged to a different universe off that makes me feel subtly nauseated right now.

I have flushed so much of myself down the drain in an effort to appeal to strangers.

I have become a husk with the sole purpose of making others around me safe, and comfortable, and happy. I was taught living selflessly was the correct way. The right thing to do. I was taught that harmless parts of my character were wrong.

So now I’m tired, and my cup is empty, and I’m just angry. All. The. Time.

Whether I let myself show it or not.

Whatever I do now that has the appearance of kindness no longer comes from the heart.

It comes from my systems, and my standards, and the façade I use to portray whatever it is someone else wants to see.

I swallow the bitter taste of iron on the back of my tongue. “I don’t know how to handle this suggestion that everything I’ve been taught to believe is a lie.” I press my hand to my mouth and close my eyes. “I know I can’t have both the life I’ve put so much effort into, and this new one. But which do I choose when one is everything I’ve ever known, and the other…might be everything I wish I knew?”

Willow hums. “We’re not raised to be ourselves, Kass. You realize that, don’t you?”

As though it weighs a hundred pounds, I tilt my head forward in a nod.

“I’m not accusing you, but do you think a part of what’s messing you up so much is the fact you’ve been in a position that feeds that concept to kids? Parents and society want a certain type of child and they charge teachers with enforcing it. Feeling wrong sucks, but you can fix it. You can recognize that you are in control of your own self and get to the bottom of it with enough time and care. Feeling as though you’ve pushed the wrongness into others, though…”

My throat closes as I open my eyes and find Willow watching me. It hurts to swallow again, and the taste of iron has grown thicker.

“Know better; do better,” she says.

I swear I’ve heard those exact words somewhere else recently.

But what Willow doesn’t seem to understand is that I am not at liberty to do better without permission. Parents and society will continue to demand their children present themselves in a certain way. It’s the only way they’ll succeed in this messed up world. The truth doesn’t matter if it stands in the way of function.

This world does not value the truth.

The system is broken, but too many things would need to change in order for its destruction to lead to something better.

Knowledge is a burden because it charges us with doing better, even if we can’t.

“I’m exhausted,” I whisper, and my voice breaks. “Every day. I pretend not to be. Because I thought that was how it worked. I thought everyone felt like this. I thought it was normal. How many children have I taught to be exhausted, too? How many kids who are more fragile than Meda have I guided away from their beliefs because I didn’t share them? Because I’ve been taught not to share them? Because they weren’t what society told me was valued? What am I supposed to do with this information?” I look around the table, from Alana, to Willow, to Zylus. “How do you take responsibility for more power than you ever thought would be within your reach? How do you use it to make something better if it still isn’t enough to change the world? How do you find the balance between accountability and abuse?”

Alana and Willow glance at each other, then Willow clears her throat while Alana presses her lips together.

I search for answers in their expressions, and come up dry.

Zylus murmurs, “They won’t have the answer you’re looking for, Kass. They regularly abuse the powers they’ve been given access to.”

“Are we bad people?” Alana asks. “I feel like we might be bad people. Is struggling with a vast moral dilemma how we were supposed to encounter magic? Was replicating Barbie dress transformations instead…wrong?”

“No, no.” Willow plants a hand at her chin. “If Castor isn’t a bad person, we’re obviously delightful.”

Alana mimics Willow’s position. “You present a valid point that does seem to be a reasonable assessment.”

Zylus shakes his head and smiles tenderly at his wife as he addresses me. “No one person is responsible for fixing the world alone, Kass. No one person is ever granted that kind of power. Focus on what’s in reach. There are lives you can change without crippling yourself.” He turns his attention to me and smiles. “Sometimes, that life only has to be yours. People care about you. If all you can manage is taking care of yourself, you will still be making a brighter world for the ones who want you to thrive.”

Alana slaps the table. “Exactly. Sometimes the best we can do is stay alive. And you wanna know something?” Her gaze bores into my soul. “That is more than enough.”


Chapter 27

~~~~~~~~~~~~

An object at rest remains at rest…until acted upon by an outside force.

Clouds.

Massive, fluffy, white clouds in a pastel sky. As far as Pollux could see. Stretching out in front of him like a plain.

Pollux never knew what to expect when he entered one of Kassandra’s dreams, but, every time, the skies took his breath away. And, this time, the sky was all that lay ahead.

When he stepped onto the impossible, gray bled from his clawed feet into the firm cotton ground. A crackle of lightning sparked beneath him. Rain poured. Thunder shook the perfect soft world.

The perfection, naturally, had less to do with the picturesque beauty of the unfathomable and vast display and far more to do with her. Kassandra. His soulmate. His wife.

The answer to questions he’d pleaded with the universe about for so long.

Her red curls flowed over the pillows of white she was lying in. Her chest rose and fell with soft breaths as she watched the sky above her. Her nightgown tonight undid things in Pollux’s brain, but he did what he could to ignore the silken hazel fabric as it shifted in tone with every sun shade reflecting off it.

Beauty had no place being so simple a word.

Its ability to describe such a scene fell so very short.

It failed to convey a true rendition of the way just being here felt.

Feeling Kassandra against his skin in every breath, stepping through fragments of her, indulging the taste of her soul as it painted the unnatural world into his flesh…

If Pollux could acquire such peace in this manner even as periodically as Kassandra currently allowed, he may never have to self-medicate with liquor again.

“Are you irritated over how unrealistic this is?” Kassandra turned her face toward him, and his heart leaped. “I know it’s not scientifically possible for a cloud to hold a person’s weight. Or. Is it? Because before meeting you, faeries weren’t scientifically possible, either.” She lifted her hand, and he went to her, slipped his fingers into hers, and knelt. “I cried myself to sleep, dreamboy.”

He swallowed. “I know.”

“How?”

“I can taste the salt in the air.”

“Exactly how much of me is revealed in here?”

Drawing her hand to his cheek, he closed his eyes. “Only what you have witnessed me experience. A dreaming mind has many doors, and often I do open them, but many of yours are locked. Furthermore, you are aware of what and who I am. I would not pry into your past or your thoughts without permission, regardless of whether my abilities would allow it. I am not here to craft nightmares out of the things you need to face.”

“Would that help me?”

He opened his eyes, traced the delicate emotions still damp in hers, and bent to place a kiss on her forehead. “Perhaps. But we are being cautious and taking things slowly.”

“Why? Why not just get it all over with? Rip it off like a band-aid.” Pulling her hand away, she spread her arms at her sides. “Give me the nightmares. I’m ready.”

“You’d have me run rampant in your mind?”

“Sure.”

“Then you’ll unlock the doors I need access to in order to effectively unravel you?”

Her lips pursed, and her gaze snapped to him. “Hey, now. I didn’t say that.”

Smiling, he lay beside her, let his nails graze her arm, and clasped her hand before drawing it to his heart. “Talk to me.”

Silence broken by the pound of rain beneath him lingered for several long moments.

Then, her fingers gripped his tighter as she turned to face him. “Willow and Alana are lovely people.”

“They are.”

“But do they even know what responsibility is?”

“Alana is a princess. She helps manage meetings and paperwork and kingdom relations each day. She has also taught herself near a dozen languages that allow her to hold her own when she goes with Cael to other domains based in other countries. All while she struggles with depression. Willow has been living by herself on an inheritance left to her by her grandmother for a decade now. Within the past few years, she has taken it upon herself to run Ollie’s career as his PR and advertising manager…and I think she just became Brittny’s agent, securing her a publishing deal with Ink&Paper within the past few months.”

Kassandra pulled her hand from his, pushed herself up, and stared. “I’m sorry. What?”

“Maturity and responsibility are difficult to judge in situations where neither is called for.” Pollux lifted his hand to push back the waterfall of his wife’s curls. She really was…so breathtakingly beautiful. “The fae understand that appearances can be faked, so we put very little energy into caring about them at the common level here.”

“At the common level?”

“Those in positions of nobility often must use more tools in order to effectively manage delicate balances. Also, there are places in Faerie where the cultures are built around less kind concepts. In those places, it is wise to be wary and play our weaknesses as strengths.”

Her lips fell into a delicate frown. “I know less every minute.” She dropped her face against his shoulder, wrapped her arms around his chest, and held tight. “It makes me want to scream.”

His heart jumped.

“Tell me what I’m supposed to do, Pollux. It feels like I’ve spent too long embedding a list of other people’s rules in my skin. I’m a collection of scar tissue. It hurts just to breathe. I don’t know how to be correct anymore, but…” Her face lifted, and her eyes begged. “…I do know how to follow instructions if they’re clear enough. Please just give me actionable steps. Where do I go from here? If I can, I’ll do anything you tell me if you tell me it will help.”

She was going to give him a heart attack. He fought to get a breath in his lungs as heat boiled beneath his skin. Thoughts fled his mind.

Steps.

Actionable steps.

Those were his favorite kind.

All the better if they were numbered.

But he…

Right now, he just wanted to kiss her.

He wanted to bury her in the clouds and toy with the hem of her nightgown until the slick sensation of the silk found its way into every minute that followed when he exited this plane. He wanted to abuse the trust her words were supplying him.

He wanted to suggest he knew exactly how to make her feel better than she had ever felt before…

Which, of course, was ludicrous, as he had never once toyed with the things his brain was entertaining now.

“You can’t?” she asked.

“I am removing my mind from unhelpful locations.”

Red glazed her cheekbones. “I obviously don’t mean…” She turned away from him and sat up, entirely oblivious to the way her hair fell across her back. “Ugh. I’m having a crisis, and you’re thinking about—” Breath filled her as she crossed her arms. “You’re the worst.”

“You baffle me.”

She glanced over her shoulder at him as he also rose. “I baffle you?”

“Often, yes. This idea that you seem to believe you are not seduction itself to me and I am ‘the worst’ for the moments I can’t help but acknowledge that truth baffles me.”

She glared, twisted toward him, and sneered. “Your love is fickle, and your priorities suck.”

He gripped her chin. “My mind is weak to you, but never call my love fickle again. I have faced centuries alone without a scrap of hope. You cannot begin to comprehend how deep my love for just your existence goes.”

He watched her swallow as her eyelids drooped.

His heart tripped. “You… Are you…trying to provoke me?”

“Keep talking, dreamboy.” Her fingers rose and fell against his wrist, barely hanging on. “You make it easier to pretend I’m not hurting so much.”

His fingers trembled as he slipped his thumb along her chin—dark nail to warm, pale skin. He could hardly help himself. He kissed the spot where her jaw met her neck. “Dearest, all will be well. You were not given to me as a punishment to either of us. It has all been miraculously designed with purpose, intent, and kindness. The things you care about were taken into consideration before you were formed. Any sacrifices you might be asked to make in order to gain the future you are meant to have will not leave anyone you care about worse off.”

Her fingers tangled in the hem of his shirt as she leaned into his pressure. “I don’t like change. Better or worse. It’s too much for me to handle, especially when it comes unexpectedly.”

“You need control.”

“Yes.”

“Yet you have spent so much of your life giving it up?”

She stretched the fibers of the magic he’d woven into the clothes he wore. “The rules I’ve been taught help me make sense of my reality. When they are clear, following them feels like a type of control.”

He pulled back. “Look around you, Kassandra. Your reality is more beautiful than any of the humans in your life may ever be able to understand. You are so much more than you have been taught is acceptable.”

“How do I atone for not always sharing that with my littles? How do I apologize for not believing Meda? How do I move forward correctly with so much new information? It has to be right. I need things to be right, Pollux. What are all the new rules? Are there any that make sense of why humans have things so terribly wrong?”

Pollux watched as a tear formed and flowed past her lashes. Golden. If she had been crying into her pillow earlier…who knew what residue might remain. Who knew if she would even be able to perceive the magic of her own self before she was claimed and the glamours of Faerie fell away.

“Well?” Her voice cracked.

“You would not wish to follow them if I told you.”

“Don’t act like you know me if my doors are still locked.”

Lifting her face, he caught the trail of her tear on the tip of his tongue, let the pure magic consume him, then he kissed the corner of her eye. “Don’t forget that you showed me moments when you thought you were alone in your head. I don’t need to see beyond your locked doors to know you are someone different entirely when you believe no one else can see you.”

“The word for who I am when I believe I’m alone with a pretty figment of my imagination is skank, Pollux. We’ve been over this. I’d like to believe my true character is someone other than an affection-deprived adult.”

“You continue to neglect my response to that degrading assessment.”

“For your information, I’d be ashamed of wanting anyone. It has nothing to do with you.”

He hummed. “When others hurt us, it rarely does.”

“I’m sorry I hurt you.”

“I’m sorry you’ve been taught that your needs and the rawest presentation of yourself are unacceptable.”

She straightened. “Excuse me. You don’t need to go that far.”

“I think I do.” He twisted her fingers out of his shirt, gripped her wrists in one hand, and pinned her back to the cloud. “If we get technical, I probably need to go farther.”

Wide-eyed, she stared at him, lips parted. After a long moment, her body tensed, aware, and she snapped, “What do you think you’re doing?”

“This is your domain. Nothing is out of your control.” He flashed a sharp smile. “Except me.”

He could spend decades touching kisses to the heat that rose to her flesh. She locked her jaw, tilted her head back to look up at her restrained hands, then provided a meager tug against his hold.

“Rule one…” he murmured, gliding a nail up the column of her throat. “No more forcing smiles.”

Her gaze flung to his eyes.

“Rule two… Say what you mean.”

She grimaced. “That goes over very poorly. It offends people, or causes me to share way too much information.”

He dipped a kiss to her throat. “I love information. Try it right now.”

“Nope. Absolutely I will not be doing that.”

“Tell me what you want. Who else is here to judge you or say it’s wrong? Come on, dearest.” He flicked his tongue out against her skin. “I’m your soulmate. I can’t lie. I will never seek to humiliate you. I adore you. I find every moment I’ve spent with you enrapturing. Practice with me.”

“Isn’t this humiliating?” she whispered.

“Does it feel that way to you?” Lifting his head, he pressed his forehead to hers, soaked in the heat of her, lost himself in her scent. “For which one of us? You are undoing me.”

“This is going to mess me up in the morning,” she muttered.

“Marvelous. If it does, come see me for breakfast, and we can continue outside this realm.”

She shivered.

He loved that.

He kissed the tip of her nose. “Is being honest correct according to your rules?”

She refused to meet his eyes. “Yes, and no. Being honest comes with complicated rules.”

“Are complications correct?”

“Complications are life.”

“Why?”

“Because. Nothing is ever as simple as…as I think it should be. Feelings are messy, and words hurt, and honesty can result in pain. Forgetting to present something appealing to other people makes them uncomfortable. People don’t like you when you make them uncomfortable. And when people don’t like you, it makes existing around them harder.”

“So…what you’re saying is…interactions with the humans who don’t accept you still matter to you?”

Her teeth bared. “It’s not that easy. I need to maintain certain relationships, Pollux. I can’t just be myself. Real life without faeries and vampire cats and princesses with wings is not that flowery.”

He smoothed the lines between her brows with his thumb. “You’re anticipating what I mean and not listening to what I’m asking. Answer the question only. Those interactions, maintaining those relationships with people who don’t accept you, matter?”

“Yes. They matter.”

He nodded. “So, you must handle them as you would around the fae nobility, dearest. No less yourself even if you must garb the truest pieces in games of mischief in order to gain your desired outcome.”

The tension in her shoulders released. “How?”

“It starts with figuring out what the truest pieces of you look like. It starts—” He squeezed her wrists. “—with giving up a little control…in order to get a better grasp on what real control looks like.”

She shrank.

“Talk to me.”

“I don’t…want to.”

“I will not use your words against you.”

She squirmed, adjusted her position the best she could, looked away from him, puffed a breath out her nose. “I ate breakfast with you Friday. And I was gone all day today. My parents are going to start thinking I have friends if I eat breakfast with you again so soon, especially when we have dinner plans we need to solidify sometime.”

“You do have friends.”

“I do have friend. I have Zahra and some acquaintanceships. And then there’s you. I don’t even know what you are.”

“I’m your husband, your dreamboy.”

“I will not be explaining that to my parents at this juncture.”

He chuckled. “You look comfortable.”

“Regrettably, I feel comfortable.”

“Regrettably?”

Her eyes closed. “Sorry. See? I shouldn’t be allowed to speak my mind even a little bit.” She flinched. “I don’t mean… I just thought I was better than…” She bit her tongue. “I’m shutting up now.”

“Should we trade places?”

Her hands balled into fists as she dared to crack one eyelid. “What?”

“So I can show you what it looks like to be utterly enamored and helplessly entranced? So I can tell you how much I enjoy it? So I can beg for more, because I love you, and your touch, and your attention, and everything you are willing to offer without any shame…because it isn’t shameful to be vulnerable in front of the right people…because the right people won’t hurt you or ask you to be different. To me, Kassandra, you are everything that is right—perhaps explicitly the pieces you find to be the most wrong.”

Her cheeks bloomed in deeper shades than her hair. The entirety of the sky above Pollux and Kassandra took on the hues, plunging them into a crimsonscape.

Releasing a breath, Pollux swore, slipped the backs of his fingers up her cheek, and traced his touch around the curve of her ear. “I won’t tell anyone what happens here,” he murmured.

She pressed her lips together and watched him before whispering, “I hate how much I like you.”

His heart leaped, and his smile broadened. “You like me?”

“A lot. Against my will. And better judgment.”

“Better judgment?”

“You’re a man with magic powers and claws who has me pinned in a dream I didn’t invite you to. Do I have to explain why this power imbalance is disturbing? I can’t even rest without the chance you’ll come for me. It’s psychological warfare that plays on my already excessive exhaustion. I’m down to my final nerve, and you’re standing on it.”

“You’re far more powerful than I am.”

She arched a brow. “If that’s true, you still have more experience. Even weak weapons are more dangerous in the hands of someone who knows how to use them. Even a gun fails to work if someone can’t aim. See Storm Troopers for reference.” She searched his eyes. “It’s illegal how pretty you are.”

“Cael has yet to reprimand me on those legalities.”

She exhaled a laugh. “You’re smart, pretty, and funny, too. It’s really not fair. I have no natural defenses against these things.”

“I feel the same way about you.”

“I’m just like any other girl. What am I supposed to do in the face of someone who is both tender and confident in his masculinity?”

He kissed her blazing cheek. “Succumb?”

“You wish, don’t you?”

“My greatest wishes have already been granted, Kassandra.” He traced her cheek with a nail. “Every last one has been realized in you.”

“Not one big on ambitions if your greatest wishes conclude with getting a romantic relationship, huh?”

He shook his head. “You are the reason Meda has freedom. You will be the reason I someday do as well. My future with the family I have made, the family that has found me, the family that has chosen me, and the family I have chosen is brighter thanks to you.”

She searched his eyes. “What am I?”

“Majestic.”

“You know what I mean.”

He kissed between her brows. “Practice attaining true control, and I will not only tell you what you are, but I will also train you.”

“Do you not trust me or something?” she murmured.

“I trust your character, not your ability to navigate even more knowledge when you are already so heavily weighed down. I promise I am acting in an effort to protect you.”

Her lips twisted. “From myself?”

He combed his fingers through her curls. “From burning yourself out even more.” Cupping her cheek in his hand, he smiled. “I care far more about your well-being than about what you are capable of. I know the moment you understand what you can do, you will be looking for ways to use it for others. We’re focusing on you for now, okay, dearest?”

“You’re forcing me to be selfish in my ignorance.”

His gaze drifted as he allowed those words to sink in. Then, he grinned. “Ignorance is bliss, the humans say.”

Her nose wrinkled. “I’ve always hated the implication that joy is more important than taking accountability for knowledge.”

“Secure your own oxygen mask first.” He kissed the tip of her tight nose. “It is important that you are able to breathe when you seek to help others. Is it not?”

Her lip jutted.

“Is it not?”

She turned her face away from him. “Pollux.”

“Yes, my love?”

He heard her heart thump beneath him and around him; the sensation excited him more than words could express.

Fierce and red-faced, she muttered, “Let’s trade places.”

So…they did.


Chapter 28

~~~~~~~~~~~~

Parent pressure >>> peer pressure.

It feels like I’ve walked into a children’s cartoon where everything works itself out so long as you’re true to yourself and rely on your friends. It’s utter nonsense, of course. If the world ran on such blissful ideals, teachers would be paid more and a ticket to the Super Bowl wouldn’t cost thousands.

Growing up, I spent so much time mimicking the characters I liked on shows. I spoke in their catch phrases. I practiced their expressions in the mirror. I got smiling down to a science, and that science wasn’t a response to joy.

Often, it was a response to the absence of joy.

Smiles make things better for other people.

We’re taught they convey friendliness and acceptance…as though bad people don’t know how to use them. We’re taught that people who aren’t smiling have resting bad word face. Not smiling is a literal cause for derogatory labeling. It’s okay to assume that people who aren’t smiling don’t like you, are mad, who knows.

All because they didn’t lift the corners of their mouth correctly and constantly.

Being a human is exhausting.

Crawling out of bed, I pat Chai’s tiny head. Today is my final day off before the brief stint of school prior to Christmas and New Year’s break, and I’m already not sure I can handle tomorrow. Nevertheless, I take myself to the bathroom and begin my morning routine, pulling off my silk sleep bonnet and staring at myself in the mirror as my curls come undone around my shoulders.

Unsmiling.

My cheeks heat as memories of last night dance across my nerves.

But still I don’t smile.

It just figures my soulmate is a monster man who encourages pinning in my dreams. Isn’t that just fabulous?

Last night probably would have gone a lot differently had I not obliged Alana’s comment about Pollux panicking if he smelled Castor on me. I don’t know how exactly scent translates to the dream plane, but given that he could smell the salt of my tears, I’m thinking I did good by scrubbing myself to the bone before bed.

Pollux simply does not need to know I’ve met with Castor. Or that Castor touched me in any way remotely intimate. Something tells me if he knew, the conversation we entertained last night would have been a touch more monstrous.

Possibly.

Pollux does seem very calm most of the time.

And, yet, so did Zylus during movie night, and in the moments that directly followed when he was a giant shadow cat.

The man flipped a switch from Lovecraftian horror to pouting husband real fast.

Hm.

While I’m thinking about it…

Movie night.

Movie night is every Thursday.

Willow and Alana implied we would be watching Howl’s Moving Castle this upcoming movie night, which means I’m invited, but I wonder if Willow would mind an extra guest.

Zahra…

I haven’t told Zahra anything yet.

But what am I supposed to do? Interrupt the break she desperately needs in order to draw all her attention to me and how my life has exploded during the paltry five days we have off? I know she wouldn’t chalk it up to I told you so. It just seems cruel to drag her into all of this.

Her comment about how the fae like me more than her burns whenever my thoughts drift her way.

Letting my head fall back, I groan, whimper, and press my hands to my face.

Stop forcing smiles and speak your mind, huh?

Well, guess what, dreamboy?

I don’t even know how to talk to my best friend about this whole mess.

She already thinks the fae like me more! The last thing I want to do is confirm I’m something insanely powerful on top of being a very pretty dream eater’s soulmate. Slapping my best, and only, friend in the face right after break is not how I like to spend my time.

Cold fingers close softly around my throat, and my eyes snap open.

“Shh,” Castor whispers as he squeezes. “I just want to talk.”

A swallow gets stuck somewhere beneath his hand as I shove myself away from him, plant my palms against the sink counter, and stare at the narrow space between me and the firmly closed door behind him. “How did you get in here?”

“I’m full of surprises.”

Yeah, my life has been full of surprises recently. And, for the record, I don’t appreciate any of them. Except my playground. My playground is acceptable, and I love it, and I need to appropriately find a way to thank—but also not thank—Andromeda for it once I’ve gotten my head screwed on straight.

A chill works its way down my skin, raising the hairs on my arms. “What do you want to talk about?”

“You’re Pollux’s mate.”

“So I’ve been told.”

“You know he’s unseelie.”

I search the firm line of Castor’s mouth. “I’ve been told that as well.”

“Are you aware what you are?”

My heart dips as a horrible realization comes over me. When I asked Pollux if there were anyone who could reveal what Zahra was…he said Castor. If Castor has that ability, he probably knows what I am, too…

But.

Also.

I have no reason to believe he cares about me or my well-being in the way Pollux does. And Pollux made it very clear last night that learning what I am is not something else I need to grapple with right now.

“You aren’t aware,” Castor murmurs in response to my silence.

I clench my fists at my sides. “I don’t want to know.” The lie stings, physically, inside me, but I cling to it. “I don’t want anything to do with this right now.”

His head tilts, and his long white hair shifts with the motion. “No? Interesting. You don’t want anything to do with what you are? Or anything to do with any of it?”

“I’m still deciding.” I angle my head toward the shower curtain to keep from focusing anywhere near where his eyes are shielded beneath his blindfold. “Pollux is…very pretty. In case you didn’t know. Having a pretty husband is a major pro point.”

Castor laughs. “I suppose I’ve never thought of it before. Tell me…do you feel inexplicably drawn to him? Is there an overwhelming peace that consumes you in his presence? Do you see the beginning and end of all your pain in his eyes?”

“Is that what the soulmate bond is supposed to feel like?”

“Legends would suggest at least that much. I am wondering if you feel it, since you happen to be a different shade than the likes of Pollux and me.”

“I know whatever fae I am is seelie. This isn’t some drama where you get to sneak up behind Pollux and shatter my faith by revealing how he’s manipulated or kept things from me. I know I’m part fae. I know that fae part is so powerful it mutes the effects of a dream eater’s fear-soaked presence. I know more than I care to.”

“You are incredibly skilled in the art of assumption. Bear in mind you have no idea what I seek to obtain from this. If I wanted to shatter your faith in Pollux, I’d focus more deeply on how he’s kept the very title of what you are from you.”

“Because,” I grit, “I don’t want to know.”

“Human lies have an aroma, child. Don’t suspect I don’t know more than even you do of your own tangled emotions. You want to know. You want to make sense of everything. You want to place every detail into a perfect box, just as you have been trained to from your youth. It’s all that has helped make the confusion of living in this world bearable. Rules. Regulations. Patterns and routines.”

I bury my nails into my flesh, lock my jaw, and glare.

“I can’t see your expression, but the tension you’re pouring between us gives me enough information.”

“What do you want, Castor? I’m not familiar enough with anything to be as brave as Alana and Willow are when they say you aren’t bad and treat you like one of their friends.”

Castor stills, lifts his face. “They say that about me?”

“They seem inexplicably fond of you, yes.”

His teeth flash in a bright smile. “My villain girlies. I do quite adore them.”

“You consider yourself a villain?”

He splays a hand, sweeping it gracefully away from himself. “Let’s just say I am learning to embrace what I have been considered. Now. The point. Child, I would like you to lend me your power.”

“And if I say no?”

“I will find a way to it that is less appealing than my current request.”

“Kasserole!” Dad calls from the kitchen. “Breakfast is almost ready. How long are you going to be in there?”

“Kasserole?” Castor echos, humor in his tone.

“Hush,” I hiss. “Just a few more minutes, Dad!” Lowering my voice again, I whisper, “Listen. I’m not afraid of you. I know better than to make agreements with strangers who can just appear in my bathroom. If you’re not bad like Willow and Alana say, please leave me alone.”

He hums. “I’m not bad like Willow and Alana say; I’m worse.”

“Well, that’s just fantastic.”

“Sarcasm. The ease of it is probably among the few things I envy humans for having.” Castor clasps his hands together before himself in the long black sleeves of his robe. “I am a man of chances, child. Have you supplied me with your final answer?”

“If there’s something specific you need my unknown abilities for, ask me in more detail if I decide to come into them on my own. Depending on the roots of your request, I may not be unwilling to help you.”

“Diplomatic. It is as though you’ve spent time in fae courts… Very well. For this moment, I shall consider your kindness and openness valuable. We will meet again.” In the very next moment, he vanishes, leaving behind nothing but a few grains of stone on the bathroom floor.

Rushing through my morning routine, I hurry to the dining room table before Dad has to call me again.

“Morning!” I force my smile, because I’m a strong independent woman who doesn’t need to listen to Pollux’s rules…or worry my parents.

Mostly that second one.

I don’t need to worry my parents.

“Morning, Kasserole.” Dad kisses my forehead as he sets out a pan of eggs and a pan of fried potatoes with veggie sausage.

My mother, from her seat, laces her fingers together beneath her chin and grins. “How nice of you to join us today.”

“Hm?” I push my hair back and refrain from straightening the silverware beside my plate. The fork is crooked. And the spoon is with the knife. Even though he’s abusing her. What a perfectly sane thing to irritate me.

“It seems like you’ve been gone a lot this break. Nearly all day yesterday.” Her eyes sparkle. “Certainly it would have nothing to do with Meda’s father, right?”

“Have you married him yet?” Dad asks as he settles into his chair.

I laugh to cover up the internal screaming. “Real cute, you two.”

As though summoned, my wedding kitten drags himself out of my room and to my ankles so he can beg a morsel from the table. I can’t unfeel the way my heart jumps in response to his presence and all he stands for even though I pretend I’m perfectly fine while I serve myself some eggs. The contradictions between my nonchalant outside self and my shrieking inside self are glaring this morning.

True, I never agreed to put Pollux’s rules into practice, but realizing exactly how often they would alter the way I act has me tasting sour with every bite and wanting to…cry. A little. At least.

It’s my final day off.

Maybe I should stress crochet something.

Maybe I should stress crochet something for Pollux.

Like…an angry bee.

So he knows I’m not happy with this situation, but I also inexplicably want him to have something cozy to cuddle. Maybe I should stress crochet an angry bumblebee and appear without warning on his doorstep, frowning, because how dare he imply the smile I’ve worked decades on should be outlawed?

The rude monster.

The rude, beautiful monster.

Who pins me to clouds…

And says dreadful, wonderful things…

That make me feel…some kind of way.

To be certain, I’m not touch-starved. It’s just nice to be touched by someone who isn’t one of my relatives and who doesn’t have sticky fingers.

“Are you thinking about him?” Mom asks.

I startle, remember to smile, and discover I’m buttering toast. “Him? Josh? I hope I don’t need to adjust his curriculum again after testing.” My dodging devolves into sincerity as my brows lower. “Crap. I think I forgot to ask parents to chaperone our ice skating field trip next Sunday, too…” Fancy that. It’s like I’ve been distracted or something. “I need to figure that out. I don’t like taking all my littles out in public with just Zahra and me.” The rink is an hour away, too, not nicely tucked into the familiarity of Mountain Vale. “Yeah. I really need to get on that.”

I’m halfway out of my seat with the rest of my food when Mom veers the conversation back to her point. “Why don’t you see if Pollux would like to go with you?”

Dad lifts his chin and points his fork at me. “That’s an excellent idea. People would think twice before messing with a big man like him.”

“And it could be like a date,” Mom adds.

My heart jumps, and my smile evaporates. “It’s not a date. We’d be there to protect the littles. Also, he’d have to complete a background check before next Sunday.”

Mom’s brows rise. “Do you think he wouldn’t pass?”

“Or he’d be unwilling?” Dad comments.

I press my lips together. I do not know how to express the fact I don’t know whether or not Pollux has a background to check. He’s fae. He lives in a phantom house. Does he even exist to the human government? No idea.

“It can’t hurt to ask,” Dad says, with finality. “We won’t be around forever. It would be nice to know you have someone to take care of you after we’re gone.”

“Dad!”

“Well,” he states, “it’s true.”

I very strongly am against that truth. “All right. All right. I’ll talk to Pollux about being a chaperone. And only a chaperone.”

“Excellent!” Mom cheers.

I pretend my stomach isn’t twisted into a million tiny knots as I cart my food to my bedroom, open my laptop, and regret all my life choices…


Chapter 29

~~~~~~~~~~~~

Bumbling through…

Being myself is hard when I don’t know who myself is. It hasn’t even been one day with Pollux’s words from last night’s dream in my head, yet I’m more exhausted than usual on a day off. He’s stripped me of the comfort I found in the things I use to cope, because—suddenly—those things are wrong.

It makes me angry.

As angry as the furious, foot-long, fat bee I am cradling as I march up his sidewalk to his stupid haunted house.

The door slams open before I get there, and I stop in place as the sound rattles the foundation of this whole place.

Um. Crap.

Maybe I should have called?

“Kassandra,” he states, takes two steps to me, and cups my chin in his palm.

“Uh. Hi.”

“You smell like Castor.”

My eye twitches. Double crap. I completely forgot Castor was in my bathroom this morning.

At the very least, I flushed his phantom dust residue down the toilet?

“Pardon me,” I say. “You could smell Castor on me from all the way inside your house?”

He growls, “I am an evolved beast, Kassandra. Why have you met with Castor? Why has he touched your throat?”

“I don’t know. He poofed himself into my bathroom this morning and asked me to lend him my powers. I told him to ask again once I knew what powers I even have, because then I might help him depending on the situation.” I shove the bee in his face. “You’re supposed to ask me why I’m holding an angry bee.”

Taken aback, Pollux stares between the bee and me, opens his mouth, closes it. He composes himself enough to mutter, “I don’t know how the angry bee is relevant given the disturbing information you just provided. Castor should not be in contact with you, much less asking to use your magic.”

“Well, he is, and I saw him yesterday, too.”

“What?” Pollux roars. “Why didn’t you tell me last night?”

“We were…preoccupied last night.” I cough. “Besides, Alana and Willow were very calm about the entire thing. Didn’t seem like necessary information to provide you with given how aggressively Zylus reacted.”

Pollux’s grip on my chin solidifies. “Alana and Willow are extremely interesting creatures. Do not emulate them or trust their behavior in the presence of a morally gray individual.”

Right.

Them’s villain girlies.

Castor told me.

I shove my angry bee into Pollux’s chest. “If you don’t ask about this bee, I’m going to walk into the woods by Willow’s house and start calling Castor’s name.”

“Don’t you dare.”

I turn on my heel.

He spins me right back around fast enough to make me dizzy. Then he removes the ground out from under me as he scoops me up into his arms and marches us inside.

Alexios whistles as Pollux passes him at the doorway, so Pollux snarls before pounding up the stairs.

My head is still spinning by the time he sets me down in a perfect, lovely room with plush carpet, a large bed adorned in lace, and floor-to-ceiling skies painted on half the walls… The scenes surrounding me look so vaguely familiar they gives me pause. I swear I saw the deep red shades of the clouds on one wall in my dream just last night.

For the most part, the room is clean and vacant in a way that suggests it’s not been lived in yet.

In a way that suggests it’s being prepared for someone.

The second I find a tiny bee hidden among the clouds on one wall heat floods my body. I crush my angry crocheted bee in my arms and face Pollux. “Is this…”

“Your prison if you are determined to give me a heart attack.”

McScuse me?

He winces in response to however my face replies to that line, then he crosses his arms. “I care about you. Castor is dangerous. I don’t know what he’s planning or why in the world he decided to show up in your bathroom. If he got a hold of your powers…even just a drop…I don’t want to think about what he’d do with them. You are smart, but you are not yet familiar with this world. The urge to bubble wrap you and keep you in this space is quite demanding.”

“I appreciate the clarification of your emotions.”

He nods once.

“But we can agree that imprisoning the person who has done nothing wrong is the incorrect response, can’t we?” I arch a brow. “If you so much as dare to consider it, you better include a library in the deal.”

Pollux lights up. “I have a library. I can include a library. Is that all it takes? Consider it done. Shall I assist you in moving after school tomorrow?”

It seems I’ve underestimated exactly what I’m dealing with here. “It’s a joke. I’m making a reference to Beauty and the Beast. The Disney movie. Specifically.”

He searches my eyes, genuinely intent, then he says, “Which part was the reference?”

I sigh. “Pollux. Ask me about my angry bee before I locate the nearest cliff and thrust myself off it.”

“Is that…another reference.”

“Pollux.”

“Sorry. The bee. What am I supposed to ask about the bee, exactly?”

“Why I have it.”

“Is it not in character for you? You like bees.”

My patience wears thin. “And I suppose grown adults in Faerie just carry stuffed animals around in public?”

Pollux’s silence hits me.

“Are you serious? That’s normal adult behavior in Faerie?”

“I…fail entirely to see why it’s inappropriate for someone to have a comfort item with them regardless of their age. Comfort seems most necessary outside of comfort zones, which would usually be in public.”

I want to go to Faerie. I want to see what it’s like. I want to know what a world kind enough to level the field between adult and child looks like.

It reminds me of how Andromeda reacted when I had the talk about swearing with her.

What’s wrong is wrong, and what’s harmless…is harmless. If it’s good for a child, it’s good for an adult. It seems so much simpler than the unspoken rules humans have that tangle up maturity in superficial appearances of “adulthood.”

I extend the bee before my mind drifts too far out of my reality and into worlds unseen. “I made this for you.”

Pollux’s eyes go wide. “For me?”

“Yes. To express my inside emotions when I fake my smiles.”

His throat bobs as he covers his mouth. “When you fake your smiles…inside you’re an angry bee?”

“Correct.”

His eyes close. “Forgive me. That is too adorable for words, and it feels like my brain is shutting down.”

I am going to stab him. And, yet, this is an appropriate reaction. Finally. Took a minute to get there, but I am pleased with the results.

Pollux’s eyes open. “You really made him for me?” He reaches toward the soft butter yellow face of the angry bee, then closes his fingers. “Is it a boy?”

“It’s probably a girl. Most of a hive is female. The males are useless beyond mating, so they get kicked out during the months when food is scarce.”

“Poor little bees…” he murmurs as he gently takes the plushie from my hands. The smile that slowly overwhelms him comes with a heat that matches the sunset shades on the wall I’m certain he painted to match my dream last night.

My heart skips a beat as he wraps the bee up in a hug and shifts his gaze to me.

“I adore you. I’d thank you, but I’ve yet to teach you how to take my soul, and it would be such a waste to say those words before you know how to use them.”

Turning tomato red, I blurt, “Do you have a background?”

“What?”

“Like. A human existence that could be checked? And an email address. So I can send you a link to have your human existence checked?”

His fingers trace one round, fluffy wing on the bee while a brow arches. “Meda has the skills with which to hack into a system and alter records however she wants. I’m pretty sure that’s how she sent you her school record. If there is something you need me to have a background for, I’m certain she is not unwilling to help.”

I close my eyes for a moment, take a breath, and let it out. “Are you willing to watch a thirty minute informational video?”

“Absolutely. What sort of information does the video discuss and would you like me to take notes?”

“Um.”

“I can color-code them.”

I bite my cheek and take an emotional step back before I fall deeper into attraction. Stupid soulmate bond. Stupid pretty black-and-red monster eyes. Stupid, stupid, stupid… “If notes help you on the test, you are welcome to take them. I do not need to check your work.”

Pollux’s expression turns confused. “Test?”

“I should head home before my parents worry.” I march past him, toward the exit.

“Kassandra. Why do I need to take a—”

“Bye!” I slam the door closed behind me and ignore Alexios when he snickers from the shadows nearby.

ᴥ

Pollux had been invited to chaperone twelve children in ice skates. With Kassandra.

He’d never faced nerves quite like the ones he was experiencing now. Needless to say, he was very glad he had a little bee friend that smelled like his mate to help him through what was swiftly becoming a harrowing concept.

Crushing the bee, he took a long drag of water—not alcohol—then a breath, and plunged onward through the child safety quiz.

It kept painting scenarios that chilled him to the bone.

And then it kept asking him questions that were harder than he’d anticipated when he’d seen the title. He had assumed common sense would make a test like this one easy. He was wrong.

It wasn’t just the humanity that made each question difficult. It was the detail.

Bad humans could be bad in very subtle ways.

He was no stranger to the horrors of humankind, but, before now, he was not entirely aware there was a list of precise mistakes that could appear this harmless to onlookers. The art of evil came sketched in flawless outline before it was filled with furious brushstrokes.

His mind spun as he made it through the questions and continued to come to the horrible realization that Andromeda’s experience could be plunked right into the case studies.

Child comes to school every day without a lunch in the same clothes, swears, and appears to act too mature for her age.

Please check the boxes of the possible forms of abuse this child might be experiencing.

It’s all of them.

Just…all of them.

Pollux was going to be sick.

This explained a bit too much about why Kassandra had treated him with such thinly-veiled aggression when they first met. She had quantifiable lists of his errors, which suggested he was abusing his daughter in every way.

But, also, despite her knowing that he was notoriously unfamiliar with what abusing a human child even remotely looked like, she had invited him to help monitor eleven of them. While they wore blades on their feet. In public.

Someone was going to get injured, and while he and Kassandra were preoccupied with managing the wounds, the rest would be kidnapped.

Why did any humans ever go outside?

It was worse than wandering through dark parts of Faerie with no natural defenses.

At least in Faerie, most anyone could growl at the redcaps to make them back off.

Pollux was uncertain whether or not that would work on humans.

Well, assuming it was a human-to-human interaction. Likely it would work if he growled at a human. Outside the range of Kassandra’s influence. Which he would not be in during this trip lest he risk terrifying numerous children.

This was a bad idea, and she had to know it was a bad idea.

Did she…did she just want to spend time with him?

Finishing the terrible test with a perfect score, Pollux opened Kassandra’s email again, pulled up the directions to the ice skating rink she had sent, and found the website.

Several minutes later, he was stepping into Faerie, dodging the other inhabitants—who were kind enough to wave and smile at him while they cowered—and marching his way to Cael’s office.

It was late.

But of course the workaholic couple was inside beyond the secret bookshelf door that only opened when the right book was tilted out of place. The “right book” changed frequently, but Cael never forgot to send Pollux a letter with each update.

Plucking the right tome, Pollux eased the door open to find Alana sprawled on the floor, stomach down—like a starfish—and dark wings flittering gently from her back. She was asleep, dreaming. The sensation of the dream plane called to him, teasing pictures of scandal in anime art styles, but he skirted adamantly away from tainting her fantasies as he locked eyes with Cael.

Seated at his large desk, the moth prince angled his chin toward Pollux’s plushie. “First kittens and now…bumblebees? I understand finding one’s mate is liable to change someone, but this is unexpected.”

Pollux paid the comment zero heed. “I need a thousand dollars and a phone call.”

Cael’s eyes sparkled. He thread his fingers together above the pages covering the dark wood before him. “Do share the details of your mischief if you’ve come all this way to petition it outside court hearing hours.”

“I want to rent an ice skating rink for Meda’s class next Sunday. It’s a field trip. I’ve been asked to chaperone. I’d make the call myself, but you’re more well-spoken than I am, and I don’t want to.”

The moth prince hid a laugh in a cough.

Pollux scowled. “What?”

“Why is renting the entire rink necessary for a field trip?”

“I’ve seen the deprivation of humanity at horrific levels, but I’ve just been made aware that the tiniest things—the things I might miss—may be indications of ill intent as well. Also, I can’t get the image of a child falling on the ice and many of the other humans with blades strapped to them being unable to stop themselves before—”

“Okay.” Cael lifted a hand. “I understand. You’re overprotective. A thousand dollars and a phone call to book the rink is no problem if that’s all it takes to calm your frazzled nerves.”

“You believe I’m overreacting?”

“I believe your mate and those children will be thrilled to have an entire rink to themselves. How you got them to that end matters little.” Cael smiled, brilliantly. “But, yes, you are overreacting so extensively it’s adorable. It’s rare I get to see you ruffled.”

“Kassandra has sparked access to many emotions I’m unfamiliar with at such a depth I can hardly identify them. She cares about those kids. A lot. I’m afraid of making a mistake when she’s put me in charge of them.”

Cael’s brows rose. “My. Afraid? She cripples you to such an extent you now know the taste of your own fear? What is she, Pollux? You refuse to tell me, just as you refused to explain why you needed a kitten when last you asked for my help in retrieving one from that breeder you found online.”

Something in Pollux’s chest tightened. “I still do not wish to share that information with you.”

“Surely you don’t believe I’d worry about another unseelie taking root here. I am coming to terms with my own emotions concerning what we are. I trust your mate will be as fit for our eclipse as the rest of us.”

Pollux stayed silent and traced the wing of his bee.

Cael hummed. “Well then. Understand that I am willing to support you, in whatever ways you will let me.” Pushing his dark hair back over one long ear, he dragged a fresh page to him, dipped his quill in glittering crimson ink, and said, “Who am I contacting first thing tomorrow morning and exactly which time am I booking for you?”

After Pollux relayed the necessary information and left Cael’s office, he meandered a moment at a palace window that overlooked Winterfeld, the nearest community in Cael’s domain. Beyond the glass, at the end of the long path that connected the community to the palace, buildings rose from the landscape in bright hues. The crystal dwellings, serving as shops and homes, rested neatly among a collection of thick trunks that served similar purposes.

Pollux had seen Winterfeld from afar before.

He’d seen it recently when he’d attended Cael and Alana’s wedding at a distance that kept him from troubling the happy throngs.

Once, long before it looked the way it did now, he’d entered the cobble streets, perused the storefronts, and secured lunch from shaking hands. Once, he’d decided he would never return if it meant he’d be a blight on the community’s peaceful lives.

Fear was a weapon.

So he was a weapon.

In Kassandra’s presence, everything he’d come to know changed.

In some ways, both he and Kassandra were facing unknowns filled with unspoken promises of better. Unspoken promises, he knew, were difficult to trust. He’d spent enough time around the fae nobility to know they were often a tool used to manipulate others.

Still.

Soon, he hoped to introduce Kassandra to this world as her presence allowed him to become a part of it himself. Soon, he hoped the unspoken promises would become spoken ones. Soon, he hoped more than the strange human kitten ritual would bind them.

Hope, he’d learned, was also a weapon.

However, it was one he minded far less than fear.


Chapter 30

~~~~~~~~~~~~

Christmas is coming.

“I didn’t intend for you to do the background check so you could invite yourself into class each day,” I whisper as Pollux tacks Christmas lights in place around the dining room. Presently, Zahra is monitoring the tree decorating in the main classroom while I handle the more boring things. With my—since school started again on Monday—new assistant.

It has been a laborious four days of Pollux coming to school, bringing elaborate lunch boxes to share with my littles…and winning them over to his side.

They love him.

They love him as though he keeps candy in his pockets and passes it out when I’m not looking.

Except I’m always looking, because he’s always next to me.

I’d call him clingy, but he kind of has to stay in my bubble to keep the fear in his veins from terrifying the children.

To be certain, his presence has made attempting to talk to Zahra about anything impossible. Somehow, I need to figure out if I can bring a friend to movie night tonight for the express purpose of letting her talk to the faerie prince—assuming he can also make it tonight. With any luck, he can tell her directly which rules barred his people from answering her desperate cries for help several weeks ago. It should be as simple as texting Willow a quick question, but nothing has felt simple for months.

Practicing no longer faking so many smiles and saying what I mean has only led me to grouch at Pollux whenever we’re alone.

AKA right now.

“The tree was large,” Pollux says.

“What?” I mumble as I pull myself from my thoughts and realize I have no idea where this conversation has ended up.

“You did not send me the background check so I could invite myself into class every day; however, I helped move the large tree into the appropriate location. Therefore, I am useful. This gives me worth by human standards.”

My nose scrunches as I pass him more lights and glare. “Do not say it like that. That’s horrible.”

“Yet, true.”

Yet true, indeed. But I hate everything about it.

I catch him watching me, and heat rises to my cheeks.

His lips curl in one corner as he pins another string in place and moves to the next location.

The Christmas music blaring in the other room shifts to “Santa Baby,” and I gag. Of the few Christmas songs I can’t stand, none activate my must vomit reflex like “Santa Baby.”

Pollux listens for a moment, then logical distaste swarms into his expression. “This song…is about a young woman having an affair with Santa? The holiday symbol depicted as an overweight, elderly man?”

I groan. “Technically, it’s tradition for fathers to dress up as Santa and deliver presents for the kids who are waiting up, so she’s talking to her husband or boyfriend or whatever…but…yes…this one makes me uncomfortable, too. It’s just…so aggressively flirty.”

“The deceit woven throughout every facet of this holiday is significantly alarming. Why do you celebrate it again?”

I frown. Like an angry bee. Or the Grinch. Or Scrooge. Before their character development. “Because. It’s fun. Christmas lights. And decorations. And cookies. And gingerbread houses.”

“Sugar and electric bills? You enjoy this holiday because of the sugar and electric bills? Isn’t heating in winter expensive enough without the addition of a dozen blow-up lawn ornaments and thousands of lights?”

I exaggerate my expression and point at my face. “Look. I’m emoting my inside thoughts. This one I call depression.”

“Your mouth is making a very impressive complete upside down capital U.” Lifting his hand, he swipes his thumb across my bottom lip. “It’s precious.”

My heart skips as I step back. “Pollux. Not where the kids might see.”

“They’re already making bets on which month you’ll announce that you’re pregnant.”

My eyes go massive. “What?”

“I have a spy on the inside. So far, most are certain you’ll plan your delivery for summer, so you don’t miss any school. It’s an apt speculation, and I am rather fond of the diligence it conveys in your character.”

Red floods my entire body. I hiss, “Pollux, you are aware what needs to happen in order for pregnancy to occur, aren’t you?”

He steps down off the footstool, scoots it to the center of the next few places that need pins, and steps onto it again before drawling, “I believe the humans often explain it as when a mommy and a daddy love each other veryyy much…”

I shove him.

He manages to keep his footing as he flashes me a dreadful grin. “The fae are more likely to just call it a word you’d rather I not say in this building.”

I try again to plow him down, succeeding in absolutely nothing. He steps gracefully off the stool and out of my reach.

I lift the string of lights I’m holding. “Get over here so I can strangle you with these.”

“Tempting, really. But we’re within earshot of your littles, so I’m not encouraged to encourage that kind of behavior.”

My eyes go massive. “Pollux. That is extremely inappropriate.”

Leaning closer, he says, “Choke me.”

I wish I kept more than plastic knives in this room. Although, potentially, threatening to stab him would make these specific matters worse.

Huffing, I turn my blazing face away from him and long for the repetitive, stable motions that come with crocheting, sewing, or embroidering. It feels like something inside me is about to burst, but I don’t know what to do with the energy.

Apart from, potentially, stabbing a needle into something a couple hundred thousand times.

Through sheer force of will, I wait until the lights are all put up before I stretch my fingers, close my hands into fists, then open them again. I regain myself long enough to know decorating time is over, so I lift my chin. “You should stay in here and think about what you’ve done while I go teach math.”

“If I don’t stay near you, I may frighten a child,” he reminds me as he crosses his arms and peers down his nose at me. “Why don’t we go together and teach Chemistry instead?”

“Did you come up with that one all by yourself?”

He arches a brow. “No, I’ve been studying a book on human mating practices. There’s an entire section full of outrageous pickup lines.”

He cannot be serious. I mimic his stance. “Women don’t like cheesy pickup lines, dreamboy.”

“Shame. We’d be gouda together.”

I bite my lips to keep an obnoxious laugh from exploding out of me. No matter how overwhelming the concept is, this awful man is entirely my soulmate. I feel the truth of that more each day, and it’s both frustrating, enticing, and a little nerve racking to admit—even just within my own mind.

As I’ve said before, I hate how much I like him.

I hate it more every time he lowers his big frame so he can talk with a child as though he’s conversing with a small adult. He doesn’t talk down to anyone. He’s so careful with everyone that it melts my heart.

Well, actually he’s so careful with almost everyone.

He did, at Andromeda’s request, throw her onto the gym roof to get a toy Josh tossed up there on Tuesday.

I am still coming to terms with the difference in durability between the fae children and the human children.

Pollux, thankfully, is not. Because when Josh asked to be thrown onto the roof afterward, he said ha ha, no.

Shaking my head, I turn away from Pollux before he can chew up even more of my perfect schedule. “Stop distracting me from math.”

“You plus me equals—”

“And burn your flirting book.”


Chapter 31

~~~~~~~~~~~~

Rainbow frogs all the way down.

Willow: Humans are not welcome at movie night. Zahra is. Take that however you want. See you both at eight.

Shortly after seeing the last human child off, Zahra stares at the text Willow sent me once I found the courage to ask about bringing my friend. My friend, as in I did not name Zahra specifically when I asked.

At this point, I’m not certain whether concern or offense is more appropriate. Like, how dare Willow know I only have one friend, and how dare she reference her by name? But also is it just a matter of time before she tells me she has my social security number?

Brows low, Zahra purses her lips. “This message sparks joy. Pollux.”

From the couch in the main room, Pollux looks up off the book Andromeda is reading in his lap. The sight of them being adorable together does something to my chest, but I do my best to ignore the feeling. “Yes?” he asks.

“Your friend, the vampire cat.”

Pollux narrows his eyes. “He’s not…my friend. Really.”

Right. He’s just the mother of your child.

Standing behind Zahra, I pin Pollux with a dry look that I hope conveys my inside emotions accurately.

His gaze drifts to me, and a small smile eases his narrow expression.

Zahra continues, “Can he bite, bite, vampire me?”

Pollux’s attention drags off me and goes somewhat thinner as it returns to Zahra. “What is it with human women and the desire to be turned by a vampire? Both Alana and Brittny asked that same question at one point. Does no one realize the health issues associated with such a request?”

Zahra lowers my phone. “You know something? You’ve kind of been clinging to Kass and there are a bunch of children always around, so I haven’t gotten a chance to ask why you’re here, but I don’t know if you’re promoting a healthy work environment.” Her attention flicks to me, and I automatically relax my expression into my usual, gentle smile. “Kass, if he doesn’t go away, I think I’ll quit. And then the school will have to shut down until another assistant is found.”

I chuckle awkwardly. “Zahr…”

“Am…I being threatened?” Pollux asks.

I lift my hands. “No, of course no—”

“Absolutely. That’s what you get for your snark about my desire to be a vampire. I get that you’re a dream eater, but I didn’t realize you were also a dream crusher.”

“I was being snarky?” Genuine intrigue crosses through Pollux’s dark irises—given his current more human guise. “I was entirely unaware.”

“Vampires have health complications, Zahr-Zahr,” Andromeda chimes in. “Also, Mom isn’t allowed to just turn anyone. It’s part of the human-fae responsibility agreement Uncle Cael imposes upon his people.”

“Ew. Responsibility. I’m allergic to that word.”

“There’s no reason to want to be a vampire,” Andromeda says as she turns the page in her book. “You’re your own sort of creature. Possibly without heart issues.”

Zahra’s gaze drops to my phone again, then she shoves it into my hand and looks me dead in the eye. “Will someone at movie night be able to tell me what sort of creature I am?”

“Um…”

“It is unlikely,” Pollux says.

Zahra scowls, focusing her ire on him once more. “Will the faerie prince at least issue a formal apology for the way his people behaved when I went to the elf party?”

“That is…also unlikely.” Pollux’s heavy brows lower. “There is nothing to apologize for. You should not have been intruding on an event you were not invited to because someone who also was not invited brought it up.” He pokes Andromeda in the cheek. “For that reason alone you should not have mentioned it.”

Andromeda doesn’t even look up as she chomps his finger.

“Ow.”

Zahra throws her shoulders back, lifts her chin, slams her hands to her hips, and blesses me with her attention. “Okay. I’m ready. You may proceed.”

I blink. “Huh?”

“I’ve been very patient. You may explain what’s going on between you and Pollux now. Along with why you’re no longer protesting faerie talk. Did you come to terms with the playground being an impossible feat for humans? I keep telling myself it’s your business and you’ll tell me when you’re ready, but now Pollux is coming to school every day, and you’re inviting me to a faerie movie night, and it’s all very sus. What sort of faerie are you, and are you and Pollux in faerie love or something?” She angles a brow. “I ship it.”

“Wha…” I clear my throat. “No. We’re not in… I’m not in…” My heart skips a beat.

Zahra whips her attention to Pollux as he wrestles against Andromeda to get his finger out of her mouth. “She’s not in faerie love? You are?”

“I am,” he grunts.

“Soulmate stuff?”

He grunts again, confirming.

Zahra sniffs. “Standard.” Turning back to me, she says, “Are you a dream eater as well?”

“I—” I clear my throat again. “I don’t think so.”

Andromeda frees Pollux’s finger. “I hope she’s a jorōgumo!”

“A what?” I blurt.

Pollux sighs. “An unseelie faerie with the upper half of a beautiful woman and the lower half of a spider. It tricks men into its nest by transforming fully into a humanoid form, then it mates with them before feasting upon them. Occasionally, if it grows weary of its appearance, it will enchant women in order to steal theirs, but for the most part, it follows the instinct of many female animals, which is: men are useless beyond mating.”

I shudder and ignore the joke he’s making in reference to what I said when I gave him his stuffed bee. “I’m…not that, right?”

“Correct.”

“Aw.” Andromeda pouts. “I like spooders. I would love to add a spooder mother to my collection.” Her eyes spark and crackle. “Assisting in the propagation of siblings at the expense of human men is very well-rounding behavior.”

I swallow, hard. “No, it is not. Pollux say…something about…that.”

He sets his chin atop Andromeda’s curls. “I don’t want to share, even if the other men would mostly be food.”

My eyes close. I mourn the fact I am unable to go home and work on my Christmas gifts for the kids all night. Nope. Instead, I texted Willow, against my will. I got a favorable response, unfortunately. And so now I’ve got movie night to attend. The inexplicable urge to scream consumes me, but I mash it down with my other angry bee emotions.

Zahra pulls the devolving conversation back together. “How do we find out which type of faerie we are and what fancy magic we can do?”

“Most part-bloods can’t access any of the powers in their fae heritage,” Pollux grumbles.

“That’s not fair.”

“It’s not unfair. People are born with different needs. Magic may not fall among yours.”

“I don’t like you.”

Pollux deflates. “I harbor no ill emotions toward you.”

Zahra grins. “Yet.”

Amusement tips his lips. “If that’s your goal, you just got farther from it.”

Gripping my arm, Zahra turns my back on Pollux and Andromeda, then whispers, “Your soulmate isn’t half bad. Why aren’t you in love with him yet?”

The dubstep tune my heartbeat adopts does not fall within my usual music tastes. “I don’t think love is that simple?”

“Sure it is. With a soulmate bond, it’s supposed to be instant. Instalove tropes for everyone. Kiss, kiss, fall in love.”

I glance back at Pollux, who has snuggled his chin over Andromeda’s shoulder while she shows him a picture in her book. For someone made of fear, he’s so…soft. If I barely know who I am, how am I supposed to know what love feels like?

Emotions are strange and foreign. Inconvenient.

If I can’t control them, it’s better not to bother feeling them at all.

But, naturally, it is thoughts like those that have led me to where I am today.

“You okay?” Zahra whispers.

I smile. “I think you play too many dating sims.”

She recoils, slapping a hand to her heart. “Well, why don’t you just take my real, two hundred dollar ice blue katana and eviscerate me?” She pokes me in the cheek, then the forehead, then the nose. “Where’s the unfriend button?”

I swat her hand away. “Well, if there’s nothing else, I suppose I’ll pick you up later for movie night. I have a particularly enchanting frog pattern at home that requires my attention.”

“Excuse you. I love frogs. Tell me about it.” Zahra folds her arms.

The weight of wanting to go home, dodge my parents, and sit on the floor with my tatting hook until I have at least fifteen tiny round frogs filled with pouches of sand crushes me. I don’t even want to eat dinner, even though I’m hungry. Sometimes, on particularly draining days, I skip having dinner just because I don’t have the energy to navigate continuing to pretend that I’m okay, and I’m stable, and I’m super duper happy and grateful.

My parents mean the world to me.

They’ve done everything right.

They’d be there if I could find the words to express how not okay I’m feeling…

But…how? How exactly am I supposed to do that when too many of the details making me less than “okay” are insane?

“The frogs are tiny and round,” I offer as though I don’t want to scream and cry and curl up in a tiny round ball. “I’d like to make one in every pastel shade of the rainbow.” To pass out as Christmas gifts to the children. As though they will not immediately be used as frog snowballs in a grand school-wide battle.

My delusion impresses me regularly.

“Fascinating,” Zahra says. “Don’t stop there. You need a black, gray, and white one, too.”

She is absolutely not wrong.

“What are you going to do with them when you’re done?”

Hold them close for emotional support. “I’ll give some to Chai, as toys.” And the rest to the kids, as surprise gifts, which I cannot say with one of the kids present.

Zahra’s grin turns evil. “You devious monster.” Twisting, she says, “Pollux. Chai.”

Pollux blinks and pulls his attention up off Andromeda’s book. “Pardon?”

“Why did you give Kass a kitten at the Halloween party last month?”

Heat warms his cheeks, but instead of explaining how it’s a faerie proposal ritual, he says, “That was the first available moment I found to give it to her.”

Zahra nods, as though her question has been answered. “Does Willow mind if people show up early…potentially with the intention of barging into a faerie prince’s castle and demanding answers prior to the official start of movie night?”

Andromeda laughs. “Mother loves barging into Uncle Cael’s house and demanding things.”

Zahra lifts a perfect brow. “Kid, we’re going to need you to draw me a family tree here in a second if you keep throwing around these relative terms. Mother is Willow?”

“Mother is Willow. Mom is Zylus.”

“Rad. Okay, so we’re all game to text her back that we’re showing up early to storm castles?”

Mischief floods Andromeda’s eyes, making her tiny, wiggly, and wicked. “You can’t storm Uncle Cael’s castle right now, Zahr-Zahr. You’re not fully fae or claimed. Entering Faerie would make you go insane.”

“How does one get claimed?”

“With a kiss.”

“Pollux, kiss me.”

Pollux’s eyes go massive.

Zahra turns to me. “You’re okay with that since you’re not in love with him yet, right? It’ll just be on the hand. I’m not cool with swapping saliva, either.”

I resent the yet, and also I am not okay with even a hand kiss, which is something I’m not entirely emotionally prepared to assess right now. Before my eye starts twitching, Pollux grumbles, “A hand kiss wouldn’t work, but it’s also only a soulmate thing. I’m not your soulmate, so I can’t claim you. You have to find your own soulmate.”

Zahra’s shoulders droop. “But that could take forever. I mean, you’re like five million, right?”

“Not even this planet is five million, Zahra.”

“What do you mean evolution is a hoax?” she drawls. “The scandal. Kass, we should have him be a guest speaker for science class.”

“I’m experienced in Chemistry.”

I lose my smile and shoot him a furious glare right as Zahra looks my way again. It takes me a lagging moment to realize the man isn’t making another reference to his stupid human mating book.

His brow has furrowed, sincerely contemplating. “I’m not certain my experiments are appropriate for children who cannot grow back limbs if necessary.”

Zahra’s concern in regard to my expression pauses. She angles herself to look at Andromeda as her arms cross. “Kid. You have not told me you can grow back limbs.”

Andromeda closes her book and jumps up, ecstatic. “I can take them off, too. Wanna see?”

“Meda, no,” Pollux states.

“Absolutely I do,” Zahra notes.

Baffled, Pollux corrects, “Meda…yes?”

“Meda, yes!” she cheers, and she dislodges a femur.

From this experience…I do not believe I will ever recover.


Chapter 32

~~~~~~~~~~~~

Accidents on ice.

I never—once—authorized this.

I never, ever at all even a little bit, suggested I wanted this. After dealing with the regulations guy on Friday in regard to a playground I still need to somehow present to my school board tomorrow, it should not surprise me that the fae are capable of pretty much anything.

And, yet, as I stand looking at the vacant ice skating rink I have been bringing my littles to for years, I am overwhelmed.

I have never seen it this empty.

“It’s ours!” Riley screams, throwing her arms in the air before baby-deer stumbling toward the entrance. The other kids squeal and go fumbling after her. Andromeda, the absolute freaking angel, helps my littlest little with one of the big plastic trainers as everyone else goes ballistic with power.

Josh wipes out before I can gather my senses.

“Josh. Are you still alive, soldier?” Zahra calls as he skids through the center of the rink.

The boy laughs, throws a thumb in the air, and is back on his feet after another second.

I…need to sit down.

I brought my knitting.

I was planning to finish knitting my father his Christmas sweater on the bleachers while I watched my littles and passed out snacks whenever they got hungry.

After the peaceful outing that was watching Howl’s Moving Castle with everyone at Willow’s on Thursday, I was just about talking myself into everything being okay. Zahra was able to talk with Cael in private, joke with Ollie—who recognized her the moment she recognized him. Apparently, they’re both pretty popular online? For a moment, they stood in Willow’s living room pointing at each other, like that one Spider-man meme, and I guess that explains why all this time I’ve felt like I’ve seen him somewhere before…

The point is: after movie night, my nerves settled. Things returned to all right in my world.

It’s incredibly telling that I began to feel better the second Zahra was okay again. My entire self-worth really relies a hundred percent on the people I care about, huh?

I do not exist.

I am an extension of those around me, meant to create a fuller experience for them.

That’s all.

So, obviously, it shouldn’t bother me that Pollux went ahead and rented this entire rink without talking to me about it. That’s par for the course in the life of a side character. My story arc doesn’t even need to make sense. I’m like that scarecrow guy in Howl’s Moving Castle. The second the real leads are done with me, I’ll just pogo myself away.

For some reason.

I really need to read the book, because the movie felt like an absolute acid trip, and I have a feeling I’m missing so much context…

Slowly, achingly so, I locate Pollux—who is checking his skates without a care in the world.

When he finds me, his back goes straight. “Are you trying to kill me with your eyes?”

“A little. Is it working?”

More graceful than a man walking on two blades should be allowed to, he steps nearer me. “It’s doing something.” His dark gaze searches me as he absently pulls a pair of winter gloves onto his large, clawless hands. “Have I done something wrong?”

“You rented the rink. The entire rink.”

“You sent me a video of scary things happening to children then asked me to help you protect yours. What else did you expect me to do?”

My heart does a thing. I suck in a breath. “How much did it cost?”

“A negligible amount in the grand scheme of things.”

As if that isn’t a very fae answer of him. Glancing down, I say, “You’re going to skate?”

“Don’t worry. I will stay close to where you’re sitting. It’s just that Meda asked if I would skate with her on the bus ride earlier, and I found it difficult to say no to my daughter.”

My heart does another thing.

He takes his phone out of his pocket. “Would you be willing to capture something of this excursion on camera? My pin is 0227.”

That’s the date I have recorded as Andromeda’s birthday… My nervous system takes it as another gut punch, but I manage to suggest that I am capable of taking pictures before Pollux steps out onto the ice as though he’s been figure skating his entire life.

This man…should not have given me a phone capable of taking his picture…

I am irresponsibly going to send myself things.

“Kass.” Zahra is smirking at me when I manage to stop staring at Pollux’s broad back.

Arranging my bag of yarn, and needles, and snacks, I plant a perfectly normal smile on my face. “Yes?”

“Yer in lurveee.”

“I’d not tease someone with two foot-long needles in her bag, Zahr.” I laugh, amicably, and head toward my usual spot, right by the short staircase leading to the bleachers. It’s where I’ve sat every year I’ve taken my littles here for a field trip. They skate. Zahra chats with the chaperones so I don’t have to. I count the kids periodically along with my rows. Nobody dies. We all go home, and I sleep for the rest of the day because the music in here clashes with the roar of people…and…

There is no roar today.

The music is still louder than I appreciate, but the voices are familiar enough that they aren’t grating in my skull.

It’s almost tolerable.

Until, of course, I look up and find Pollux and Andromeda with their faces pressed to the tempered glass feet from me. “Mrs. Role! Mrs. Role! I’m going to do a trick with Daddy. Take a video!” Her voice barely registers outside the box, but either her screaming or the shape of her lips as they move helps get the point across.

I open Pollux’s camera and hope the trick isn’t something that will raise my blood pressure. “Okay! Be careful!”

“In love,” Zahra murmurs as she sits beside me.

“Shut up.”

Andromeda darts off, picks up speed, then goes flying toward her father’s arms. In flawless sync, he lifts her, turns, and releases her like a bullet to go darting around the rest of the rink.

My littles scream, cheering, and half of them scramble toward Pollux on their unsteady blades.

“Me next!”

“No, me!”

“Guys, guys, make a line. Take turns!” Mia demands.

Wary, Pollux looks at me, and I catch his worried expression on camera before I turn off the video.

Yes, I’m sending the video to my phone. Yes, I’m going to save that expression as a picture.

No, I will not make it my background.

I’d prefer to have a picture of Pollux in all his monster glory as my background, anyway.

It’s not that Pollux looks bad in his human form. It’s just that the whites of his eyes freak me out a little since I know they’re supposed to be black. And what even are round ears when, clearly, his should be shaped like jagged daggers?

If I’m only part human, I wonder what I’d look like if I were fully fae.

Wings as large as Alana’s seem somewhat bulky and inconvenient, but I wouldn’t at all mind being able to fly.

Assuming that she can.

I haven’t seen her fly before, but given how delicate her wings look and the ratio of them to her body, it’s giving bumblebees should not be able to fly, but totally can anyway. It’s because of what their wings are made of.

Which is cool to think about.

Sometimes the things that shouldn’t be possible are.

What you’re made of plays a big role in determining what you’re capable of.

“Kass.”

My heart leaps as I find Zahra, then register Pollux lifting littles, spinning them, and setting them—oh so carefully—down.

“No! Send me flying like you did Meda,” Riley shrieks.

I read absolutely I will not on his lips before he barely catches the next child who goes rocketing toward him.

I ease. “What is it, Zahr?”

“You zoned out. Were you thinking about Pollux n-a-k-e-d or bees?”

My face heats. “Bees. Shut up.”

“Aw, I thought we could be on the same page for once.”

My attention whips toward her.

She smirks at the game on her phone. “Kidding. I’m only thinking about what answers will make this vampire king fall in love with me.”

She turns the picture of a man with red eyes, long hair, and robes that aren’t exactly covering him toward me. “He’s the youngest son of Dracula, and he murdered all the other males in his family in order to become king. Isn’t he a doll?”

“You better not have those images available in front of the kids, Zahr…”

“My hand-eye coordination and reaction times are peak, and my lock phone button is large. Don’t you worry your pretty bee head. No child will learn what a good lover looks like today.”

Rolling my eyes, I get my knitting supplies out.

The field trip proceeds as it usually does. I pass out snacks and divvy up any money parents have given me so their kids can get snacks from the counter in the lobby across from the skate rental station. My littles skate until the Zamboni needs to freshen up the ice. Then they eat while watching the truck go around in ovals. Those who purchased slushies share the concerning shades of their tongues with one another. Josh, for some reason, uses his entire allowance to purchase sticks of straight sugar. That are also colored. And turn the tongues of everyone he shares with a unique shade. Which, for the record, everyone he shares with happens to be everyone, save Andromeda and Pollux who politely declined. Even Zahra has matched her tongue to the shade of the green shaved half of her head.

Needless to say, once the Zamboni is done and the second half of the day—which Pollux also paid for—can begin, everyone is vibrating on a sugar high, I’m almost done with my dad’s sweater, and Andromeda is cuddled between Zahra and me while her father continues to play with the other kids.

“You don’t want to skate anymore, sweetie?” I ask.

“It’s not as fun as skating the Frozen Tears in Faerie.”

My brow lifts amid casting off. “The Frozen Tears?”

“Daddy took me in winter last year. There’s a place where the clouds cry sheer sheets of ice onto rolls of hills. It creates a terrain like a frozen skate park. It’s in the darker parts, too, so the seelie folk don’t come out. Mostly just red caps mess around.” She giggles, beaming up at me. “The best part was when they started fighting, and Daddy said we could take notes. Red caps have particularly gruesome battles, so it was very informative. It’s a good thing we were there, too, because Daddy broke things up before anyone died. Normally, a red cap battle isn’t over until the caps are freshened in th—”

Pollux smacks his hand against the glass, and Andromeda jolts. Glaring, he pinches two fingers down to his thumb. Unless I’m mistaken, the ASL sign for no.

Andromeda crosses her ankles. “Oops. Sorry. I got carried away. Must make stories appropriate for Mrs. Role and her wee human-soaked sensibilities.” Smiling, she says, “There was a kerscuffle, but nobody went kersplat.”

I don’t know how I feel about being treated with kid gloves.

A scream followed by a crash puts me on my feet before I can so much as set my knitting aside. The bag with my yarn ball falls.

Pollux twists, locates Josh plastered on the other side of the rink, and streaks across the ice in an instant.

“Daddy, no!” Andromeda calls, but it’s too late.

It’s too late.

Andromeda grabs my hand, yanks, and blurts, “Hurry!”

But I can’t hurry fast enough.

Mia’s shriek happens first, her face blanching as she lifts her arm, points at Pollux and begins to sob. All my littles crumple before Pollux can so much as reach Josh.

Josh’s complaints that he’s fine, he’s fine fizzle into nothingness. Then he’s screaming, too, yelling, “Get away! Get away from me!” at pitches I’ve never heard anyone’s voice take before, much less Josh’s.

Pollux flinches and cuts his skates so he stops short.

Andromeda swears, releases my hand, and darts onto the ice toward him. Pulling a necklace out of her shirt and over her head, she clamps the pendant in Pollux’s hand, then she vanishes. My head pinches as it grapples with the fact she’s just…evaporated. Into thin air.

When Pollux reaches the rink exit where I’m standing, he’s helpless. Tense. The hand clutching the necklace Andromeda gave him shakes. Pain soaks through every inch of him as he whispers, “I’m sorry; I’m so sorry.”

I grip his sleeve. “Shh. It’s all right. Are you all right? Is everyone else all right?”

Pollux’s mouth opens, but no words come.

Rink attendants launch onto the ice, and my heart lunges as my gaze follows them toward Josh to discover there’s red on the ice. Blood. Pollux’s presence slips out of focus. My hand loosens from his clothes as I scramble to the other side of the bleachers, nearer to the glass where Josh is. Making eye contact with one of the attendants, I scream “Is he okay? Please tell me he’s okay!”

The attendant nods, yelling, “Looks like a nose bleed. Must’ve hit the wall just right.” Confused, the man scans the screaming and crying mess of kids all around him. “For now, let’s get everyone off the ice.”

Zahra meets me, gripping my arm before I can head back toward the rink exit and await my littles. “Pollux wanted me to tell you he’s taking Meda home.”

I scan the bleachers for Pollux but find only my abandoned knitting bag. “When did they both disappear?”

“After Meda met him, they both vanished. A few moments later, he was apologizing, then after you rushed over here, he told me the kids would be okay soon. They just need to get the stress out of their systems, but they should already have forgotten what happened since Pollux turned on his glamour or something. Then he told me to let you know he was taking Meda home.”

Glamour.

Soulmates aren’t affected by their other half’s glamour.

My fae folder told me about that. That’s why I didn’t see him disappear when Zahra did.

Taking a breath, I nod. “Okay. One thing at a time. I’ll deal with Pollux later.”


Chapter 33

~~~~~~~~~~~~

Oh, hypocrisy. You realistic curse word, you.

“Daddy, are you having a breakdown?” Andromeda asked while Pollux lay in his bed, arms clamped around the stuffed bee Kassandra had made for him.

Children screaming.

Crying.

Suffering.

It brought back too many memories.

Those awful memories had crowded out all logical thought and sent him fleeing home as though he had once been a child himself.

He hadn’t, of course.

So many years ago, he’d been born into this world as the culmination of a doctor’s fears over the course of many decades. Pollux was the pure terror a man held when he had dedicated his life to fighting against illnesses without the tools required to even provide an ounce of hope. The fears that made Pollux up were not ones that worried about pride.

They simply, desperately, did not want people to hurt, but in those days, the methods to stop hurting were so fragile. Often, the best way to end pain then…was to lose the patient entirely. And that, of course, was where Cael had usually come in.

Cael was peace at the end of so much agony.

In those days, Pollux was nothing more than a constant, unhelpful companion.

To Pollux, fear without any hope had always tasted so bitter. Purposeless.

It knotted in his stomach and made him hate the roots of what he was.

“Daddy?” Andromeda prodded once more, poking him in the back.

He shuffled deeper under his blankets. “Meda. Please.”

“We’re worried about you,” Alexios called from somewhere behind Pollux, possibly at the open double doors to his bedroom.

Great.

Just what Pollux needed.

To worry his little family.

“I’m fine,” he grumbled.

Andromeda gasped. “Daddy. Language.”

Curse his tiny, sort of but not exactly, offspring.

Curse the fact his stuffed bee barely smelled like Kassandra anymore.

He did not know if it was appropriate to ask that she correct such a thing. He wasn’t even entirely certain whether or not Kassandra was upset with him.

He’d agreed to go with her and help keep her kids safe.

He’d made things worse.

Then he’d bailed on her when it got so overwhelming he could barely breathe.

Kassandra had only just started to warm up to him.

She’d been monitoring herself less in front of him.

Now, she probably hated him again.

“I don’t believe Kassandra hates you,” Alexios offered.

“Get out of my emotions or I will fill your soul with so much terror you will wet yourself.”

Alexios freed a hollow laugh. “Oh my dear friend, I would find much amusement in seeing you try.” Starkly emotionless, the yamachichi said, “I would devour every centimeter of your efforts before they could graze me. I am trying to help.”

Pollux didn’t want help right now. He wanted to collapse in on himself in the empty loneliness he was familiar with. He’d been too ambitious when he said he’d quit liquor. His brain was begging for the illusion of numbness the burn gave him. Alas, in his over-eagerness to be rid of the past and start a new future with his precious wife, he’d drained his stores. All he had left was a collection of pretty bottles.

The pretty bottles did less than the nothing of the alcohol itself.

But maybe he didn’t deserve anything akin to a distraction.

On some level, torment suited him. It was the least he could offer as penance for…

Existing.

“Should I call Cael?” Alexios asked.

“Don’t you—” Pollux swore. “—dare.”

“It seems as though you are in need of support. And since it’s clear you don’t want it from me, it is my duty to alert a higher-ranking friend.”

“I have never shared these moments with Cael. His efforts to remedy such situations would be wearisome.” And involve hugging. Pollux was uncertain whether or not he wanted hugs from Cael. Pollux was so unfamiliar with love he did not know what his love language even was.

Touch, though, unnerved him more often than not. Only his daughter’s and Kassandra’s touch felt enough like his own to be safe.

As though privy to his thoughts, tiny arms wrapped around his shoulders from behind.  Andromeda’s cheek rested against his back. “I don’t think Mrs. Role hates you, either. She married you.”

By accident. She married him by accident. Because the soulmate bond interfered with her judgment before she even knew why.

He needed to get over this and apologize to her.

He was an ancient dream eater. He was more than used to making kids wake up in tears as he stowed away with their fear in his belly. He should have shrugged this afternoon off, rolled his eyes, and gone to the corner to wait for their feeble emotions to blow over.

Purposeless fear bothered him, but it was not worth breaking down over.

If he was hurt that Kassandra’s children didn’t love him at a depth that naturally overrode the effects of what he was, he really needed to get over that. He’d known them a single week. Even Willow had yet to entirely shirk the effects of what he was, and they had been fostering a friendship for over a year now.

Love that was strong enough to counter him did not come as easily to those who were not blessed with the gift of encompassing the emotion itself. Love, especially for humans, was hard.

Huffing, he released his bee, rolled, and captured Andromeda in his arms.

She squealed. “Yama-nii-nii, help!”

Alexios leaned a shoulder against the doorjamb and smiled. “No, I don’t think I will.”

Pollux muttered, “Sometimes adults need to cry themselves to sleep after an eventful day, Meda. Both of you should respect that.”

“Mood,” Alexios said.

Andromeda crossed her arms while Pollux squished her close and let the tension in his stomach unravel. “Mood is going out of style, Yama-nii-nii.”

“Pity.” Alexios’s teeth flashed in a wicked grin. “In that case, tell your father to quit acting mid.”

Andromeda’s little hands flew to her face as she swore. “Stoppp.”

“At least I’m not trying to make fetch happen.”

Andromeda writhed, tucking herself securely under the blankets. “May I have a breakdown with you, Daddy?”

He mumbled into her hair, “Of course.”

Alexios hummed. “If you’re both going to have breakdowns, I’ll meet Kassandra before she reaches the house and see if I can’t get her soul tonight.” He straightened up off the doorjamb and monitored something outside the window fixed behind Pollux’s back.

A moment later, the sensation of Kassandra crossing into the glamour Pollux kept around his home traced a fingertip up his spine. He swallowed.

He had not yet prepared an adequate apology for his behavior. According to his research, a sincere apology had three key points.

Understanding the victim your actions harmed.

Taking responsibility for your actions.

Making an honest offer in order to correct your actions in the future.

Pollux was more than willing to accept responsibility. He was uncertain if he could manage hearing how he’d hurt Kassandra and the children right now in order to understand her. Also, if Kassandra never trusted him around the kids again, he would never be able to do better. One out of three was a failing grade.

In spite of those facts, Pollux dragged himself upright, snarled at Alexios, and marched from his bedroom to greet Kassandra before the yamachichi had a chance to.

“Atta boy,” Alexios called as Pollux plodded down the hall. “I’m so proud.”

Pollux released a heavy sigh as he realized, once he’d made it to the bottom of the stairs, that he’d grabbed his bee for emotional support.

Kassandra’s knock made his heart jump, but…he could do this.

He would do this.

He knew how to empathize when he was stressed. He understood completely how to not be selfish when he was having an emotional moment. He absolutely had practice in that regard.

He one hundred percent had not spent a majority of his life utterly alone or navigating social situations that were, under most standards, less than normal.

Why, the last time he’d felt like this in front of someone, it had been Castor. And that swear word had suggested arson.

And.

You know.

Pollux had taken him up on that.

Screaming into crackling flames in the dead of winter with Castor held a priceless place in Pollux’s heart.

He was certain Kassandra would be completely open to such a solution as well.

And he would appreciate it if his mind ceased its sarcasm at once.

Kassandra knocked again while Pollux was considering returning to his room and feigning ill.

Through the sheer force of an impulse decision, he opened the door. “My bee no longer smells like you, and I’m having a nervous breakdown. Please understand that I am deeply sorry about this afternoon, but I may be unable to express myself or my regret in a manner that you deserve at this time. Once I have gathered myself and my thoughts, you can anticipate a letter from me, that I will recite upon request to assure you I am not attempting to lie in text.”

His beautiful mate stared at him. She looked at his bee. She glanced behind him. Then she took his hand. Her skin was warm against the evening air, and it did something to him as she fixed her gaze on his and stated, clearly, “There’s nothing you need to apologize for, Pollux.”

“But I failed you.”

“No, you didn’t. Stuff happens. This isn’t the usual stuff that happens, but it’s still just stuff.” Her brows bent as she watched him, earnestly. “I’ve been imagining how it feels to be in your skin ever since you left, and it’s cruel, Pollux. It is cruel that the universe built you with so much care and so few outlets for it. You’ve been trying so hard from the moment we met to do everything right, regardless of how afraid and confused you are inside.” A small, real smile lifted Kassandra’s lips as she cupped his cheek with her free hand. “Isn’t it funny? How much of a hypocrite you are.”

Behind him, Alexios exhaled a laugh and swore.

Pollux’s mind blanked as his body felt his dear sweet mate’s words like a knife, impaling each of his vital organs.

Kassandra’s head shook as her thumb swiped over his cheek. Sweetly, she turned her attention beyond him and said, “Meda, sweetie, I’m taking your father away for a bit. Act responsibly in the absence of a reliable adult.”

“Hey,” Alexios stated.

She turned on her heel. “I said what I said.” And, with that, she pulled Pollux out of his house and dragged him to her car.


Chapter 34

~~~~~~~~~~~~

Falling in love is better with pizza.

“What…is going on?” Pollux asks as I return to the car with a Garden Pizza from Marco’s.

I set the box in his lap, and to accommodate it he moves the angry bee he hasn’t stopped clutching during the entire silent drive here. “Remember last week when I said we should get dinner sometime?” I ask.

He stares at the logo on the box. “I…recall.”

“It is sometime. This is dinner.”

Starting up my car again, I take us out of town, onto the highway, and to the nearest overlook. It’s late, and cold, so the small parking lot is completely empty, leaving just us to peer at a vastness of mountains and navy black sky scattered with stars.

“Before I forget.” I pull his phone out of the center console and pass it to him. “Ignore the text where I ask if you’re okay because I forgot I had your phone.”

His fingers close slowly around the case before his attention drags to me.

His deep, red-and-black eyes bore into me until my heart is skipping at an unusual beat. He says, “I’m sorry.”

“What are you apologizing for now?”

“Making you worry. Being a hypocrite. Causing trouble for you.” Sighing, he deflates. “I could go on.”

“Or you could pass the pizza?”

He sets the box on the console between us, opens it, and fully floods the entire vehicle with the amazing, warm, garlicky scent. “I don’t know how to express myself to you well enough, Kassandra. I don’t know how to find the comfortable median between respecting your boundaries and indulging myself. You’re right. I’m a hypocrite. I’ve spent my life trying to make myself more tolerable for people, and that has led me to isolation. I have no right to expect you to risk the things you care about when I don’t take any chances either. In our own ways, we’ve put up barriers that protect others from what they might perceive as our unsavory sides. The only difference between us is that you still go outside with them, and I don’t have the patience for that much exhaustion. It’s supposed to be different with you, but I’m so used to being careful, it’s hard to stop. And you have seen today what happens…what happens when I am not careful enough.”

I definitely have.

And it’s heartbreaking.

It’s heartbreaking…and, yet, in some softer ways, it feels familiar.

Maybe I was never met with screaming as a child trying to fit in, but rejection comes in a lot of different forms. It all hurts. Whether it’s a loud burst…or a consistent quiet.

“Humans have no natural defenses against what I am,” he murmurs as he takes a slice of pizza. “Glamouring myself doesn’t remove the effects entirely, but at least then they’re more bearable. Your power, as it is unaware presently, surrounds you in a sphere. I don’t have the ability to see where the radius ends, but I could feel the moment I made my mistake an instant before it caught up to me.”

“Why has Meda been able to leave my bubble without any issues lately? I guess you were too much of a distraction for me to realize it, but she’s been hanging out with the other kids without me around, and she never used to do that. Is it because she’s younger or they’ve gotten used to her somehow?”

“Her necklace…” He clears his throat and takes a bite of his pizza. “…it’s a charm. With your magic in it.”

I pause halfway to bringing my own pizza slice to my lips. “I’m sorry. My what now?”

“I saw an opportunity, and I exploited it. The magic I pilfered is sufficient enough to create a bubble of protection around Meda and allow her the freedom I have not had.”

Well. Okay then. I munch my pizza slice. “Can I give you more magic so you can make one for yourself?”

Pollux angles his body away from me.

Which, obviously, doesn’t bode entirely well.

“Pollux…?”

“So. I may have gotten the magic from the tear you cried the day you came home with Meda and had dinner with us.”

Magic tears. I’m a Disney princess. I blink. “Okay? So I’ll cut some onions. Problem solved.”

Shaking his head, he licks his lips and takes another bite. “Remember when you cried yourself to sleep last week?”

“Yes?”

“And then you came to see me, and you smelled like Castor?”

“Yep.”

Pollux continues, “I may have abused your privacy to make sure Castor’s scent wasn’t in your bedroom or near your potentially magic tears. In doing so, I discovered that your pillow smelled perfectly normal. No magic.”

“You went into my room and smelled my pillow.”

He shrinks. “I am aware this is disturbing information, but I would like it noted that my sense of smell is better than a human’s. I did not need to get remotely close to your pillow in order to learn that your tears were still there and not soaked in magic.”

“How did you get in my room?”

“Closet.”

Ah. Right. Of course.

“You can traverse by closet?” I ask.

His gaze darts toward me, then back to his food. “Boogeymen have a unique means of traveling the physical world. It is a skill I do not use very often anymore as I prefer to enter the dream plane directly, but it is similar to the faerie paths I described in your guide.”

Ah, yes. The faerie paths known as trods that connect points in the human world without equaling the same distance. A five minute walk through a trod could amount to many miles traversed outside one. When I read that particular section in my fae folder, it revealed why Pollux asked me if I wanted to get decaffeinated coffee in Europe that one time.

The awkward mess was being immaculately sincere.

For him, it literally is just a pop across the pond.

I exhale and finish my first slice of pizza before retrieving another one. “Basically, you’re not confident I can on-demand cry you some new magic for another charm.”

“Correct.”

“You’ve said before that hybrids don’t have access to any of their magic, usually. Is it too soon for you to teach me how to intentionally reach mine since that doesn’t seem to be the case with me? You don’t have to tell me what I am or what I can do. Just…how to give enough to you.”

“You trust me with the power that a dangerous faerie has already petitioned you for? Without even knowing the extent of its abilities, you would just hand it to me at whatever depth I ask?”

I plant a pretty little smile on my face. “I exist to provide comfort to those I care about. And, dang it all, Pollux—” I drop the smile. “—I’ve come to care about you. Of course I’m willing to do whatever it is I can to help.”

In a mere moment, Pollux’s face blocks out the scenery. His breath coasts across my lips, and my heart jumps at the sensation. He swears into my open mouth, an inch away from making contact. His forehead touches mine instead as he mutters another curse. “—promise.” Pain ripples in his eyes. “I want you. So badly. But I can’t act against the promise I made. May I claim you? Would you give me permission to claim you?”

I chill in spite of the heat in his gaze. “I…”

He drags himself back to his seat. “I understand.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It is not something you must apologize for.”

“I just don’t think I’m ready yet.”

“I understand.”

“Pollux.”

He looks at me, and the way the dim light from the sky rains across his cheeks makes him look like a painting. A fantasy painting. He’d fit so snugly in one of Zahra’s egregious dating games. No low-resting robes, though. Just plain shirtless.

Yup.

And now I fear my face matches his in shade. “Um…” I swallow, wet my lips, try to remember what good, innocent thoughts I was attempting to express before my brain took a raucous left.

“Um?” he prompts.

I stare fervently at my slice of pizza. “I like you.”

“I know.”

A nerve pinches, and I glare sidelong at him. “You know?”

“You’ve told me before, and I can smell it. You don’t hate me anymore.”

Oh yeah? He can smell the lack of hatred on me? Delightful. “Could you refrain from smelling me, please?”

“You don’t want me to breathe?”

I think about that for a moment.

“Kassandra.”

“Fine, no. Yes, you can breathe… I’ll just have to figure out how to control my own scents, I guess. It’s probably no harder than learning to smile correctly. Just need to find the right button that releases a tiny bit of hate from my pores now and again to keep my real feelings safe.”

He chuckles. “If anyone could do that, I’m certain it would be you.”

“I appreciate your support.” I pick a tiny chunk of feta off my pizza. “I appreciate it…quite a lot actually.”

“You are precious to me.”

“I know.”

Humor taints his voice, which is so much better than the regret that has laced it so far. “Can you smell it on me?”

I puff a laugh. “No.” Gracious. I hope I never can. My eyes roll. “It’s just obvious that you aren’t very good at masking some things.” Finishing up my slice, I wipe my hands on a napkin and shift in my seat. “Dreamboy?”

“Hm?” he mumbles around what might be his fourth slice.

“Can I talk to you without any strings or persuasion attached? I don’t want advice. I just want to get some things out of my head.”

“Would you like me to respond at all?”

“Maybe just enough that I know you’re listening and aren’t annoyed?”

“If ever I were annoyed with you, dearest, it would not come between me and how much I care about you. I would not make you guess at the origin of my irritation, either. We would discuss it, because your peace is important to me.”

My heart responds to that, and I wouldn’t be surprised if Pollux could hear it. It makes sense how he knows when I’m not being genuine if he can hear and smell the things I can’t exactly control. All the same, being intentionally vulnerable is harder than being poorly plastic. “I appreciate that,” I offer before I stare out the windshield, at the distance unrolled before us. It’s similar to being in one of my dreams.

Empty and vast.

Almost safe enough and large enough to contain me without making me feel trapped.

I wonder if there’s a reason behind why my dreams now are vacant. As a child, they used to be so full of people… But now, I’ve run out of the hope that people will ever be anything other than exhaustion.

Now, I’d rather be alone than spend so much energy navigating them.

“It’s hard to be myself at home,” I say.

“Is it?”

I swallow. “I feel obligated to do whatever I can to make sure my parents don’t worry about me. They asked about the field trip when I got home, and I automatically smiled and laughed and said it was normal. Josh fell a lot. The other kids laughed at him. Everyone seemed to have a good time. They asked about you specifically—”

“Because they’re likely obsessed with me.”

I laugh. “Yes, okay. I’m glad I’m not the only one who recognizes that.” Moving my attention off the distance, I find Pollux, who is incredibly good at neutral discussion, apparently. I wonder if it comes from being a girl dad. “They asked about you, and I just told them that you skated with your daughter, and it was very adorable.”

“Adorable?”

“Incredibly.”

He makes a low sound and gets another slice of pizza.

“I was worried sick about you, but I just smiled through their taunts and said whatever I needed to in order to get safely to my room. I meant to come see you immediately, but I was exhausted. I don’t even remember getting in bed.” My lungs tighten around an inhale. “Being with you is feeling like I can do or say anything without disappointment. I threaten violence, and you say—”

“Please.”

My heart skips. I close my fingers against my skirt. It’s snowmen today, because of the ice skating, and the encroaching cold. Little, fuzzy snowmen with tiny carrot noses and elegant top hats. “Right.” I clear my throat. “I hate knowing that this feeling of hiding so much isn’t normal. I hate feeling like I’ll cause problems if I don’t. I hate the way it seems so much like I’m lying with every part of myself to the people I care most about in this entire world. I don’t want to disappoint them. I don’t want to blame them. I don’t…want to have to be the person I need to be outside in front of them anymore.”

“But it’s uncomfortable to think about how they might react to more genuine pieces of you as though they are the foreign ones?”

I look at my fingers. “It’s not just that. I don’t know how to stop. It’s an automatic reaction as though I’m worried something bad will happen if I don’t follow all the steps I always have. Any type of change—good or bad—feels like an attack on my nervous system. I want to tell them everything, but I don’t know how they’ll react. If I can’t provide proof, I don’t even know if they’ll believe me. If I do ask for your help in providing proof, I don’t know if they’ll accept it, or if it’ll terrify them. And…if they don’t accept it…if it does terrify them…I don’t know what I’ll do.”

“I can make the event disappear if things go poorly.”

“I know, but their reaction will mean something to me whether they remember it or not.” Running my fingers through my hair to push my curls back, I free a tight breath. “All this is to say I’d like to move in with you, but I can’t until I figure out how to explain everything to them. Favorably. I can’t keep living in a place where I feel constantly obligated to be the right picture they have of me, but I also can’t leave without at least trying to show them the truth. I love them too much to turn all their best efforts into something I…” My voice cracks. “…I blame them for.”

A beat passes.

Another.

Pollux is frozen when I find the courage to look his way.

Eyes wide, he stares at me.

“What?” I blush.

“I’m listening. Not persuading. Or offering advice.” He swallows. “You…you want to move in with me?”

Did I really say that? My face blisters. “Well, move in with you is a bit of a stretch. I’d like to move into the pretty room you were preparing for me. We’ll assess the connotations of moving in with you at other times.” Likely when I’m weak and touch-starved and have accidentally witnessed Pollux fresh from a shower. “I’d just like to come home to a place where I can continue feeling however the day has made me feel without feeling like I have to continue pretending I’m never tired.”

“You’re not a burden, Kassandra. Even when you’re tired.”

I shiver. “You’ve not had to deal with me when I’m tired. Only angry. And since you’re demented, you don’t mind the anger.”

“Would you like to stay over tonight and give me a taste of what you’re like when you’re tired?”

“Excuse you. Good children do not have co-ed slumber parties.”

“You are the human definition of an adult.”

I scoff, cross my arms, slouch, scoff again. “Um.” Another scoff, for good measure. This man. This man. I am obviously three possums in a trench coat. I don’t know what he’s talking about. “No.”

“I am almost entirely certain I have not provided ignorant misinformation.”

“What’s the fae definition of an adult? Maybe those are the genes I take after.”

“An adult is a creature that has fully grown or developed. A faerie that can say they are an adult and expresses as much is a faerie who both is an adult and would like to be treated as one. For the most part within Cael’s domain, every being is treated with the respect humans often reserve for adults.”

“That’s bonkers.”

“Is it?”

“I am not an adult. Please treat me as a child and provide me with nap times and snacks.”

Pollux laughs. “Gladly, dearest. I suppose in that case, we should change seats and I should get you home to bed.”

“Can you drive?”

“Legally, no. I don’t have a license. Physically, I am capable, and these contraptions are far more convenient to commandeer than what they once were.”

Legalities will forever ruin my fun. As will social constructs. And my own sense of morality.

Before I find a way to express that, however, he sees right through me. Probably because I’m pouting and crossing my arms instead of smiling peachily and saying oh no no no, I shouldn’t, I couldn’t, but I do ever so appreciate the invitation.

“You want to stay over,” he says.

“It’s a school night,” I mumble.

“We can go to bed early.”

“Being in a new place will mess with my mental schedule. I can’t afford the excess strain of attempting to get used to an unfamiliar bed right now.”

Pollux nods. “I understand.” He gets the final slice of pizza, and boy am I glad I got the extra large. “So the plan is this: figure out a way to tell your parents everything so you can move in with me starting December twenty-first. Roughly a week and a half of time to plot. It should be simple enough to coordinate on top of the Christmas party on the twentieth if I’m helping.”

My eyes narrow as I stare at the crazy man eating pizza beside me. “What?”

“Winter break starts on the twenty-first.”

“I gathered that. What?”

“You want to move in, but there will be an adjustment period. You don’t want the adjustment period to cause extra stress to your schedule and risk affecting school hours. Approximately two weeks of break can help that transition. The alternative is waiting until summer, so it depends on which feels harder: continuing as you have been and coming home to a place where you feel pressured to pretend, or moving.”

“Um, obviously moving is harder.”

“Is it?”

“Yes.”

He makes a low sound. “Really?”

“Obviously,” I repeat.

“But the bedroom I have prepared for you is bigger than yours.”

I arch a brow and ignore the reminder that this whole entire man has been in my adorable and childish bedroom without my knowledge. In all fairness, I’ve snooped extensively in his house and bedroom, too, but I don’t want to be fair right this second. “Okay, and?”

“More room for your yarn. An entire cozy hammock for your stuffed animals. A larger closet for your dresses. A bigger desk for your sewing machine. And a nicer chair. With lumbar support.”

“Excuse me, you don’t need to go that far. Also, you’re only supposed to listen, not persuade.”

“I’m not persuading. I listened. I heard that you wanted something. I am letting you know it is possible, providing more details, and awaiting further input that I will listen to for as long as makes you confident you have been heard.”

He makes it really hard not to throw caution to the wind and be a bad child who frivolously partakes of co-ed slumber parties.

In other news, the lumbar support comment shouldn’t be so powerful, but apparently when he was snooping in my room, he saw the tiny chair I currently have at my desk. Maybe he even saw that the padding is so thin the bolts are coming through the bottom.

I believe my reaction to his information about lumbar support qualifies me as old, so it’s truly illogical for me to be so violently concerned over what Mommy and Daddy will think.

Alas.

Here I am.

Plotting how I could possibly move out by winter break alongside asking Pollux to make me French toast the morning after I move in. He’s a better cook than I am. I bet he wouldn’t just dunk sandwich bread in egg. He’d bake the loaf fresh, whip the cream himself, add strawberries…

He’s an overachiever, too, so he’d probably bring it to me in bed and wake me with a forehead kiss before letting me know the orange juice is fresh-squeezed and he can strain the pulp out if I don’t like it, but it’s good for me, and he’d know all the reasons behind it being good for me. So I’d munch on my toast and listen to him tell me about the glories of vitamin C.

…gracious.

It’s a self-serving fantasy if ever I’ve had one.

“Hypothetically, if I were to move in, how would I contribute to the household? Is there a chore chart I could weave myself into? My cooking is very hit or miss, but I do have a couple recipes that are reliable.”

“Xios handles the cleaning. I don’t mind cooking now that I’ve started it to take care of Xios, but I would appreciate you sharing new recipes with us. I fully want to incorporate your existence into the household, so I understand an amount of contribution is necessary to feel like an active member; however…” His brows furrow. “…I don’t want a chef or a maid. My home will become the place you can safely exist and call your own. I want your companionship. Your laughter. To be awakened too early on the weekend because you were up all night making something that you’re proud of. I want to hear your music in the halls and see your favorites in the fridge and take you places and explore things I could not otherwise comfortably entertain on my own. I want to do things with you and be with you. If that is not enough, I will stand next to you as you battle Xios for the right to fill the dishwasher without him rearranging it completely behind you.” Pollux rolls his eyes. “Because he does that.” Focusing his attention on me, Pollux says, “If just being near me is enough…allow me to assure you that just your presence in my life is as well.”

I’m tingling.

I don’t know if I like the sensation.

But the freedom in his words, which can’t be lies, are too alluring to ignore.

I can’t have both everything he’s offering and everything I’ve known.

It’s impossible to be fully fae and fully human. On some level, I either only get to be a little of each or all of one. But, at the least, if I could separate my work from my personal life, if I could maintain the appearances I need to at work, then come home and be whoever I am without shame or worry…that’s something.

Isn’t it?

Of course it is.

The real question isn’t whether or not it’s something; it’s whether or not it’s enough.

At the very least, is it a step in the right direction?

I love my littles. I love my job. I just wish that sometimes it weren’t so abusive. And exhausting. And overwhelming. I wish I weren’t preparing children to navigate an unkind world where success means inevitably losing pieces of themselves or facing rejection of the most vulnerable parts.

“December twenty-first…” I murmur. “How do I even start to tell my parents this insanity? And what if they think you’re a demon or something?”

Pollux finishes the pizza, closes the box, locates a napkin, and wipes his hands before cuddling his crocheted bee again. Peering at me with his chin propped against butter yellow, he murmurs, “It would not be the first time.”

I believe it would physically injure me to witness anyone linking this man to something so horrible when he’s like…this.

At a personal level, I know he can’t be a demon because he’s made of the same stuff as Andromeda, and she’s survived every Bible reading we’ve had at school with enthusiasm, often adding fun facts.

As though someone has been providing her with something of a religious education at home. And including the historical context of many of the more modernly-questionable moments.

It has been refreshing to not have to fight with my children in order to explain how the Bible is a massively feminist book when looked at through the context of the time period.

Case in point, calling Pollux anything less than an adorable, awkward, genuine mess is the same as saying all seizures are a sign of demon possession.

And then taking your child out of my school on account of another child who has epilepsy.

I may be forced to tolerate it, but I will be infuriated for the rest of forever.

“What’s wrong?” Pollux murmurs.

I scowl. “I just thought of something unsavory.”

“Involving…me?”

“Absolutely not. You are a beautiful sunshine person made of wonderful things. And I’m hopeful that my parents don’t have prejudices that would bar them from seeing that.” But, of course, it’s the not knowing that always gets me. I desperately wish I could line actions up like a syllabus and run through every point that might shift the grading scale. At least then if something goes horribly amiss, I have a record I can assess for a reason.

Exhaling, I calm myself, attempt to believe in the kindness of my parents, and say, “I’ll talk to them within the next few days to test the waters a little bit. We’ll go from there?”

Wide-eyed, Pollux stares at me.

My skin prickles as heat rises to my cheeks. “What? This is just moving into a place where I can frown freely without feeling like I’m a failure for not being perfectly happy and at peace and together all the time. Nothing else. We’re still sorting through the whole I’m fae thing. Until I know what kind and how I function under that title, we’re not entertaining married life at a traditional level. Got it, got it?”

His eyes warm as the most beautiful and tender smile I’ve ever seen touches his lips. “Is there anything you want that I can have ready for you?”

“We hardly know yet if my parents won’t have me admitted to a psych ward during winter break instead, Pollux. I’m certain if they think I’ve gone mad, I can convince them it’s nothing worth losing school days over, but—”

“Regardless of whether you come or not, I will prepare a place for you. It will be there, ready and waiting, so you can know in the moments when you feel lost there is somewhere you fundamentally belong.”

My lips part as every hair on my arms stands up straight. I’m speechless for several long moments. Because the only words I can think of are the ones I’m not supposed to say…unless I love a faerie enough to belong to them.

But, looking at Pollux right now, maybe…I almost do.


Chapter 35

~~~~~~~~~~~~

The antithesis of a toxic parental relationship.

Hi, Mom. Hi, Dad. I’m moving out. Maybe. It really all depends on how you take the things I’m about to say, and if I’m perfectly honest, in order for me to move out, I think maybe you both are going to need to get real chill with a couple things real fast…

Nope.

That’s not going to work.

Hey, Mom and Dad! Remember how you want me to marry Pollux and indoctrinate his perfectly acceptable little girl into human world nonsense about not being herself? Yeah! Well, well, well, what if I told you that I’ve taken your points to heart, and I’ve decided I’d actually like to undoctrinate myself, which sorta kinda involves moving out to take lessons from her?

Yeah, maybe no.

Hello, parents. Guess what Pollux is getting for Christmas?

Me!

Absolutely I think the heck not.

I’m pacing in front of my bed, again, because I do that in moments like this. In socks, on the tips of my toes, I trot back and forth, feeling somewhat like I have deer hooves. I used to do this all the time when I was little. I stopped the tippy toes because it felt immature, but now I’m seriously considering a potential that my fae form has hooves, and it’s always been the natural way of things.

For whatever reason, it feels right and makes breathing easier.

It has been three reasonable days since my conversation with Pollux. It has been two reasonable days since I, with Zahra’s majestic help, managed to inform the school board about the surprise playground a parent anonymously sponsored for us. It has been one reasonable day of panic and stress as the realization I am a week from the twenty-first came over me.

I’ve been trying, and failing, to prep a presentation for my parents that doesn’t go quite as insane as sad children videos. Or even a PowerPoint. Because that’s college and school behavior. It should not be the way one acts at home.

I squish Pollux’s angry bee in my arms because three nights ago after pizza he, quite pitifully, asked me if it was acceptable to request that I recharge it to smell like me again. Acceptable or not, I obliged because Pollux is seven feet of pure cuteness, and I kind of want to cuddle him like I’m cuddling his bee.

Which, for the record, still currently smells faintly of him.

Falling does not begin to describe the emotions I’m wrestling with where Pollux is concerned.

Plummeting is closer.

Mom, Dad, I’m in love. Or swiftly getting there. And I know, I know what you’ve taught me, so don’t worry. I’m not asking to move out and live in sin. See, he gave me a kitten, so we’re married. That’s right. Chai is a marriage kitten! Stop looking at me like I’m insane.

I bury my face in Pollux’s bee to keep from screaming.

This can’t be ripped off like a band-aid. I must reasonably present the situation from the point of view of a level-headed person. The ultimate goal isn’t to worry my parents. That is literally what I’ve spent my entire life trying not to do.

I went to college because Dad said he never got a chance to, and he wanted me to be the first generation with an education. I’m a teacher because Mom told me how I’ve always been good with kids, and having long breaks scheduled into my career would probably be a good idea for me. Every relationship I’ve had that my mom or dad got sketch vibes from ended the very next day.

Up until this point, my life hasn’t really been mine, has it?

Up until this point, I don’t think I’ve wanted anything more than I’ve wanted to make my parents happy. I don’t know what I’ll do if they change their mind about Pollux now. I don’t know what I’ll do if I have to decide to face their rejection in order to continue down this path of becoming me. I don’t think I can go back to the hollow exhaustion I’m starting to hate with every ounce of the anger I keep subdued in my chest.

Ignorance is bliss.

Knowledge can be a burden.

But I have never believed the responsibility of holding it is not worth the pain of fixing the problems it brings to light.

Even though my chest is so tight it feels like my heart is going to squeeze out of my throat, I set Pollux’s bee down on the foot of my bed, pick up my fae folder, and leave my room. “Mom? Dad?”

They’re in the living room. Dad looks up from watching his fish with Chai on his lap while Mom lowers her noise-canceling headphones and closes the book she’s reading. “Yes, honey?” She glances at the binder I’m holding. “Is that a new lesson plan?”

I swallow. “No.” My thoughts dry up.

Worry crosses Mom’s brow as she sets her book entirely aside. “What’s wrong?”

On instinct, I smile. “Nothing!”

My parents exchange a look as Dad eases back in his chair and pets Chai’s little head. “Nothing?” he says.

I plop myself onto the couch across from their chairs, folder clamped to my chest. “Nothing’s wrong. Something might be a teeny tiny bit…weird…but nothing is wrong, okay?”

With another exchanged look, I receive a less-than-convincing, “Okay…” from Dad.

So far, this is going poorly.

Closing my eyes for a moment, I fight the swirling sensation in my stomach, relax my shoulders, and lose my fake smile. This conversation is about sharing the truth, right? Right. Let’s try to start a little bit here.

“Is this about Pollux?” Mom asks, and my tension floods back.

“What?” I squeak.

Dad’s brows furrow. “Did something happen with Pollux?”

“Wha…why is he coming up?”

“Because. He’s been helping out at the school, hasn’t he? You’ve been keeping odder hours since around the time we heard about him.” Mom laces her fingers together. “Honey.” She nods at my folder. “What is that?”

It’s a folder about faerie stuff. I grabbed it in case you had questions I needed to look up. “Um.”

“Kasserole, if you’re pregnant, it’s okay. We’re not upset or disappointed. Sometimes, things happen, and we regret the outcomes, but we will support you no matter what.”

“I’m not pregnant!” I blurt. “We haven’t even— Dad! How could you even say that?”

“Well?” Mom rolls her attention off me. “This is very unlike you. What else are we supposed to assume?”

“You also thought I was pregnant?”

“This we need to talk tone isn’t normal for you,” she chides. “Preparing an entire action plan to address any mistakes is. Like that time you outlined how you were going to earn back the money to replace a plate you accidentally chipped.”

“When you were seven,” Dad adds, graciously. “It involved searching the couch cushions at our friends’ houses, and we were mildly concerned.”

I scowl at him. “Well, I’m not pregnant.” Gaining something like resolve, I say, “It’s weirder but less concerning than being suddenly pregnant. Mom. Dad. I don’t know how else to say this. I’m a faerie.”

A violent amount of understanding fills my parents’ eyes, and I’m about to be offended that they—obviously—knew when Dad says, “That’s why you don’t want to marry Pollux.”

“Did this really need to be an event, honey?” Mom references my rigid sitting position and folder. “What, with a binder and everything?”

“If that binder is information about pronouns, we’re aware of the pronoun thing. We can openly discuss our beliefs and come to a conclusion that respects you. He, she, they. That’s all fine and good. I will need some time if you identify as a helicopter now.”

Mom shoots Dad a frown. “Aaron, behave yourself. That joke is very inappropriate at this exact moment.” Sighing, she looks back at me. “Whatever we agree or disagree on, it won’t shake the foundation that we love you. Are you just finding out now, or have you thought you had to hide it from us?”

Dad’s hand slaps down on his leg, scaring Chai from the room. “It’s Zahra, isn’t it? You’re with Zahra. Is she coming to Christmas dinner?” He tuts. “This will break Pollux’s heart. We were thinking of inviting him again. Shame, very little is more attractive than a person who owns a motorcycle.”

It does not escape me that my father used to own a motorcycle…

I’m…speechless. Closing my eyes, I take a much-needed moment. “First…of all…I’m not sure if it’s polite to use the term fairy in this context; I’m almost positive it was derogatory in its origin. Second of all…I don’t know if Zahra is interested in men or women, period. She seems to know everyone, but has always turned down advances. Third of all, I appreciate your point of view if I were lesbian. You are amazing parents.” My throat closes a bit, but I fight through the sensation. “You just…really are.”

“Oh, honey…” Mom stands, and Dad follows.

In a few moments, they have me sandwiched between them on the couch while I look at the popcorn ceiling and the way the Christmas lights from the tree beside the fish tank scatter colors across it. I don’t want to cry right now. I don’t know how to explain to parents who clearly want to accept me because they love me that they’ve unintentionally created a space where I don’t feel like I can be myself.

How do you tell people who did their absolute best that it wasn’t good enough? Especially when the only reason it fell short is because they didn’t know how to do any better?

Know better; do better.

Sometimes, you just don’t know, and sometimes even if you do, the world itself works against you.

“Kass, we’re here for you,” Mom murmurs into my hair. “Can you explain what you mean, or do you need a moment?”

“Take your time, Kasserole. I’ve already fed my fish, so I’ve got all night.”

I release a wet laugh. “Thank goodness. I… This is hard for me to explain. I’m speaking literally. I’m a faerie, or at least part faerie right now.” Trying very hard to keep it together, I lower my folder from my chest to my lap, and turn to the first page past the table of contents.

Information about Pollux, and unseelie and seelie, and marriage kittens, and me spills out—bit by bit. All the words I didn’t know how to say enter the stillness broken only by the hum of the fish tank filter.

At the end of it, all I can whisper is, “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. I didn’t know how. But I want you to know. Especially if I’m going to move out soon, I don’t want you to think it’s sudden or that you’ve done something wrong. I just need to figure myself out around people who understand a little bit better what’s going on.” I swallow as a tear traces down my cheek. “Does that…make sense?”

When I find the strength to glance toward my parents’ faces, I find wide eyes trained on me. My shoulders bunch.

But then Dad says, “It makes about as much sense as the fact your tears are gold, Kasserole.” Lifting his finger, he catches a drop of the moisture and shows me.

My heart jerks.

“They’re very pretty,” Mom assures, giving her head a slight shake. “I’m sorry, honey. This is a lot to take in. You’re…a faerie. A magical creature. Will you grow wings?”

“I—I don’t know yet. I’m sorry,” I blurt. “I’m crying gold? Right now?”

“Yes?” Dad’s brow furrows as he rubs his thumb against the teardrop. “It actually…seems kind of like glitter glue?”

Tripping upright, I fumble to get my phone out of my skirt pocket. After a ring, Pollux answers, “Yes?”

“Pollux, can you get here, immediately?”

Behind me, Mom murmurs, “I think we’re out of our depth, Aaron.”

“It was bound to happen someday.”

Three seconds is all it takes for Pollux to be stomping down the hall from my bedroom to the living room. His voice echos, since he’s still holding his phone to his ear. “Kassandra, what’s wrong?”

I point at my face as another large teardrop slips free. “Gold tears. Is this enough? For you? Is it at least a start?”

Somewhere beyond the thundering of my heart in my ears, I hear my mother whisper a reverent, “Oh…my…” and I can only imagine it has something to do with Pollux’s red eyes. Or the fact he just appeared in our house. Either, or. Actually, probably both.

Yeah. Both makes the most sense.

Moments pass as Pollux scans me, then my parents, then me again. “Did…you just have the talk?”

“Yes.”

His eyes close. “And I’m assuming it has come with emotions of you wanting your parents to see the truth?”

“Yes?”

“Dearest, you’re overriding my glamour, and I’m uncertain if I can even fix things if you don’t let me have my power back to do so.”

Is he saying that simply because I want my parents to know the truth, the little magic bubble I have that nullifies his fear is now nullifying his glamour? If he is, that is marvelously off topic. “Pollux,” I grit under a sniffle. “They’re fine, but I can’t cry forever. Is this enough to make you a charm like Andromeda’s?”

He cuts his fingers through his hair as impeccable amounts of distress fight for purchase in his expression. “Why are you even worried about that right now?”

“Because, I care about you, stupid!”

My mother covers the tiny gasp that escapes her with her hand.

“Mom! Not a word.”

Dad folds his arms. “If you’re already married, do we not get the pleasure of attending a wedding? Rather, Pollux, you married my daughter without asking me first?”

Pollux rolls his shoulders back and has the decency to look abjectly horrified. “Was that a step I missed? I apologize. I’m very unaccustomed to many human regulations.”

I snap my fingers in Pollux’s face. “Focus. Tears. Golden. You. Freedom. Priorities.”

Something finally clicks in his beautiful head, and he grumbles, “Right…” Taking my hand, he looks at my parents. “We’ll be back in a bit. I am sincerely sorry about this, but we will explain ourselves as soon as possible.”

Then, without another word, he pulls me up the hall, into my room, past some bags of yarn he knocked over, and into my closet.


Chapter 36

~~~~~~~~~~~~

How dare I not make my husband tiny frogs…

My brain feels very, very odd, and I would be willing to blame it on the fact I am sitting in a lab full of gleaming, bubbling, disturbing equipment, but I know it’s because Pollux just stepped us out of a supply closet on the other side of the room before setting me on the metal table I’m currently sitting on.

“Breathe,” he murmurs as he gets a pipette, lifts my chin, and captures my tears in a way that should absolutely not be activating my skank-reflex.

But it totally is.

I giggle.

“Kassandra, breathe.”

I inhale deep, and exhale slow, smiling a little foolishly up at my pretty soulmate. “My head’s fuzzy.”

“I know, dearest,” he murmurs. “You just tasted Faerie. It drives mortals to insanity, but it’ll wear off in a moment.”

“Have you done tests to learn that?”

“No. I have observed situations. First, you go a little drunk.” Carefully, he delivers my tears to a tiny test tube. “Then, you break a bit. It’s the most troubling part, because the haze lifts enough for you to feel your mind as it shatters. I should have told you to close your eyes. It can help slow down the effects. One way or another, the magic does infiltrate you, but it’s less painful if you aren’t attempting to visually perceive what your brain can’t comprehend.”

The fuzziness slips free as his words sink in. “You’ve seen that happen?”

“I have existed in parts of Faerie before Cael built his realm. There are some who coax humans into our world to watch them break.”

“Like Castor?”

His head shakes as he gets the last of the dampness off my cheeks and turns to his equipment. “Castor is a magnet for those who have given up on life. He doesn’t need to coax or trick humans into his palm; however, I have never witnessed him enjoy watching anyone break.”

“Really?”

“He values a fight. There’s nothing for him in seeing someone crumple all on their own. He’d much prefer playing a distinct part in the breaking, yet—to my memory—he always did seem disappointed whenever he’d win.”

“That’s…kind of messed up.”

“An apt description of Castor.”

Tilting myself in a futile effort to look around Pollux’s broad shoulders at his chemistry stuff, I say, “Is it going to be enough?”

Pollux smiles—it’s both chilling and stunning. “More than enough.” He sighs, losing his smile. “Now, did things go well with your parents?”

“They thought I was in a lesbian relationship with Zahra for a moment. Shortly after they thought I was pregnant with your child. After that, the rest was kind of easier.”

Pollux turns. And stares. Then he dares to say, “I suppose the jumping to dramatic conclusions thing is genetic?”

My lips pinch.

“Zahra doesn’t strike me as entirely interested in romance.”

I lift a brow. “Just say what you’re thinking, Pollux. Stop being a hypocrite.”

He clears his throat and returns to whatever magic science stuff he’s doing. “At least they didn’t think you were joining a cult.”

“My tears were obviously a paid actress that assisted in validating my statements.”

“Encore.”

Relaxing, I fold my hands together against my skirt. “So with this you’ll be able to go wherever you want?”

“Once I’ve stabilized the agent and created a conduit for its power just like I did for Andromeda, yes. It shouldn’t take as long as the first time, now that I know what I’m doing.”

“So you won’t need me anymore?”

“I will no longer need to cling to your side worrying that I’ll watch your littles dissolve into puddles of fear again. I will always need you. Intrinsically.” As though he hasn’t just said something incredibly profound, he nearly beams at the devices he’s prepping. “I can’t believe it. I won’t need to use the self checkout anymore. I won’t have to spend several minutes flattening bills so the machine will eat them. This opens up a whole new world of possibilities.”

Does he try to be this precious?

Or does it just come naturally?

Either way…I love it.

And…I’m probably moving in soon.

Letting my gaze wander, I assess the questionable substances filling jars on one of the shelves while another overflows with books larger than some dictionaries. My attention catches on a violet liquid slowly rising through a tube on a different metal counter than the one Pollux is working at. “What are you distilling? The purple one.”

He looks sidelong where I’m pointing. “Antidepressants for Alana.”

“What’s the active ingredient in faerie antidepressants?”

“There are several technical active ingredients that react independently to stimulate brain receptors and increase dopamine levels, among other things. Depression is a complex mental disorder that involves multiple regions and neurotransmitters, so the complexities of exactly how the chemicals prompt antidepressant activities are a bit lengthy to explain. Ultimately, I’m concentrating the properties of an aphrodisiac’s tendency to create a high, then packaging it in a way that provides a more level release over the course of a twenty-four hour period.”

“Do not chew,” I say, intelligently.

“Correct.” Pollux offers me a small smile. “Boogeymen come into being out of fear. Dream eaters gain consciousness through persistence. For many years, I was the silent companion of a doctor. These sorts of things, this desire to help, feels as much a part of me as the terrors that grew me into what I am today. Many fae don’t have parents, but our origins do create something of a nature. It is up to us how we nurture it. These are the sorts of things I know. The sorts of things that feel correct.”

A teacher and a doctor.

Imagine that.

I should tell my parents. They’d be so proud.

Jolting onto my feet, I say, “My parents. I dropped a bomb on them, then left.”

Pollux twists. “You did what?”

“It’s an idiom. I told them about faeries, then you kidnapped me. Who knows what they’re thinking right now.” I march to the supply closet, which seems to hold an alphabetized list of ingredients I’ve never heard of. It’s all just a rainbow of colored glass to me. “How do I get back?” Something in the darkness almost seems to open up, but Pollux catches my hand before I can touch it.

His chest presses to my back as he grips me tight. “Dearest…could we not do that, please? I just told you ten minutes ago that Faerie makes mortals insane, yet you’re attempting to traverse through a part sanctioned for boogeymen by yourself.”

Tilting my head back, I look at him. “Oops.”

“Oops is an insufficient response.” Kissing my forehead, he murmurs, “If you are insistent on turning your brain to jelly, allow me the personal honor.”

My heart hits my throat.

Pollux doesn’t waste a moment. “Close your eyes.”

I trust him as he takes me back through, and this time my brain doesn’t seem to grow mold as phantom whispers linger just beyond what I think I can truly hear. It’s uncomfortable, but I retain my senses. When Pollux says I can open my eyes again, I find him gathering up the yarn he knocked over before. “Were these just in bags?” he murmurs as he finds a receipt stuffed in the bottom of one.

Instinctively, I grab it out of his hand. “Yes, and no you don’t need to read this.”

“One hundred twenty-four dollars?”

I clamp the thin paper to my chest. “I was restocking…and getting all the different colors I needed for the frogs I still haven’t finished…” Pointing pitifully at my desk, I say, “See? Not even close to the full rainbow.”

“Kassandra, there are twelve of each color so far.”

“And only four colors.”

He takes a moment to count. “But twelve of each.”

I fold my receipt up. “I have twelve children, and one Zahra, but Zahra will only want the green, purple, black, white, and gray ones.”

“You are going to give Andromeda ten tiny frogs.” It’s not even a question. How dare he bring this energy into my presence.

“Everyone deserves tiny frogs.”

“Where are my tiny frogs? I want all the colors. I will line them up on my desk beneath my monitor,” he says absently, finding his bee on the foot of my bed.

I stare at the large man, who seems genuinely pleased to have found his bee as he sets the bag of yarn down so he can cuddle it.

Again, he is too precious for words.

So I add making another set of frogs to the list of tasks I need to get done before the Christmas party. It sandwiches nicely right in between asking parents and school board members for help with the party menu, and moving.

My mom knocks once on my door as she pokes her head in. “There you are, honey. I thought I heard talking back here.” She glances toward Pollux, who has buried his nose completely in butter yellow. “Dinner will be ready soon.”

Pollux lowers his bee. “Right. I apologize for the intrusion and the suddenness of this situation. I’m sure you have many things to talk about.” He looks at me. “I’ll head back home now unless you’d like me to help explain the whole robbing you of your tears…um…thing?” As sweet as pure sugar, Pollux’s stare turns helpless. Then his jaw locks. “No, no. You can absolutely explain things on your own, in better words, so the food doesn’t get cold. I’ll…I’ll go.”

I say, “She’s inviting you to have dinner with us.”

Pollux has one foot in a void that makes my head all wobbly before I get the last word out. I lift my attention to his face as he says, “What?”

“Mom’s inviting you to stay for dinner.”

His gaze shifts from me, to my mother, then back to me. “I’m nearly certain I heard no invitation. I don’t want to intrude.”

Mom’s smile takes on an edge that causes me to stand up straighter. When she speaks, it’s with Mom Voice. “It’s no intrusion at all. We’d really like to get to know our daughter’s soulmate a bit better before she goes off to live with him. Next week. Wash up, then you can help me in the kitchen.”

With all the finality that lingers inside a morgue, my mother turns on her heel and sashays up the hall.


Chapter 37

~~~~~~~~~~~~

Real men cut onions.

“You know your way around the kitchen,” Kassandra’s mother—whose name Pollux still did not know—said. She smiled as she put tortellini in one pot. “I take it you cook at home?”

On some level, Pollux felt as though he were being tested, but Kassandra didn’t seem troubled as she sat nearby and crocheted another frog. “I started cooking recently,” he said as he chopped vegetables for the soup.

“Oh? Only recently? Why’s that?”

He tempered his tendency to swear. “My…friend dropped off a newborn unseelie with me a few months ago, and he struggles with food. I did not want him to starve, and I did not want to put the responsibility of feeding him on my daughter.”

The woman’s eyes widened. “Who’s taking care of the infant if you’re here and you don’t want to put his care on your daughter?”

“Many fae aren’t born as infants, and many don’t have anything to resemble a parent. Physically and mentally, he’s in his mid twenties.”

“But he’s still a picky eater?”

Pollux’s chest tightened, and he was uncertain exactly how much longer he would be able to navigate this unplanned excursion. He’d had no time to prepare or discuss expectations with Willow, and now Kassandra’s mother was calling Alexios picky as though food didn’t make him cry regularly. “He is a breed of unseelie that senses everything in far more detail than many humans can relate to. For him, flavors and textures can be so overwhelming they are painful. It took him some time to figure out how to make clothes that didn’t feel like sandpaper. Occasionally, he has breakdowns concerning the way his hair feels, but he can’t tolerate the prickle when it’s cut, so he keeps it long and braided. Similarly, he wears gloves both to protect his hands from needing to touch things directly and to keep the nails he can’t stand the sensation of cutting from hurting himself.”

“My word,” Kassandra’s mother whispered. “You have to keep him in a box… How is that any life for anyone?”

Within two weeks of existence, Alexios had met more people than Pollux had within the past century. The human definition of box was very strange. “He manages.”

“Poor thing. I suppose it’s good he never went through childhood years. He would have been so bullied.”

Pollux paused chopping carrots and watched the woman for a moment.

He knew humans bullied one another, often. He regularly crafted nightmares that assisted children in processing terrible events centered around bullying.

However, within Cael’s domain, bullying was not tolerated. Beyond his domain, only an idiot would mess with a yamachichi. Misconduct against one of Alexios’s kind resulted in the granting of unspoken permission. With a scrap of that leeway, Alexios could take whatever he wanted from anyone.

Ultimately, explaining all of this was socialization that Pollux had not prepared for mentally.

Thereby, he grunted and dumped the chopped carrots into the soup.

“Kass tells us you two are married,” the woman continued.

Pollux’s heart skipped a beat. “Yes.”

“Quite an unusual course of events…” she murmured. “Such a shame we weren’t able to plan a wedding. Many of Kass’s relatives would have loved to be there. It is odd to me that neither I nor Kass’s father are fae. How exactly does that work?”

“Fae blood can present itself in many different ways. Or not. Most often, humans with it don’t realize since it’s not normally something a human can access. You and your husband may very well have fae blood; however, Kassandra falls among the rare few who find their way back to Faerie.”

“What sort of faerie is she?”

“The kind who creates a world for herself when this one seems much too small. The kind who creates, simply because creation is necessary for her survival. The kind who creates, in order to fulfill a desire for control and a need for order among blissful chaos.”

“That sounds dreadfully enchanting.”

Pollux found Kassandra as she death-stared at the rapidly-forming frog in her hands. “She is.”

“This is all happening very suddenly. I understand why Kass wants to be in a space that can help her understand things like crying glitter…but she’s only known you a few months. Fae married or otherwise, moving in together seems like a big step. Emotionally.”

“Mom,” Kassandra snapped, face blistering. “I’ll have my own room. Emotionally we’re taking things slow.”

Kassandra’s mother’s lip jutted. “That’s what they all say, but the second you’re under the same roof, things happen quickly. It’s just how it is. When you spend all your free time with someone, you get closer more rapidly than when you have the constraints of living apart with more limited interaction. Besides. You’re married.” The woman sniffed, pretentiously. “Married to a nice, strong, attractive man who cooks. Anything could happen. Were I in your shoes, I’d encourage it.”

Kassandra’s eyes narrowed. “My skankiness comes from you.”

“What?”

Dropping her attention, Kassandra—quite properly—returned to crocheting faster than Pollux could comfortably perceive. “Nothing,” she mumbled. “Just marveling at my genetics.”

Suspiciously, her mother hummed.

Before Pollux could figure out exactly what was unnerving him, Aaron entered the room. Stopping near him with the folder of faerie facts Pollux had made in hand, Kassandra’s father said, “It says in here that faeries can’t lie?”

“Correct.”

“Do you love Kasserole?”

Kasserole…?

Oh.

Right.

Pollux had heard the nickname used before at Thanksgiving. Kassandra Role. Shortened. Endearingly.

“Yes. I love Kassandra.”

“You’ll take care of her?”

Pollux straightened himself. “I will take care of her with every fiber of my being, sparing nothing that would see to her joy.”

Aaron nodded and turned his attention to his daughter. “You’re sure about this? Your mother’s right. Whatever your current intentions are, things can change once you’re in closer quarters. If you change your mind or things don’t work out the way you expect, you’ll always have a place here, but emotionally there will be an impact.”

Kassandra’s gaze flicked to Pollux and dragged away. “You and Mom have shown me what love looks like, how it grows through the choices and decisions we make. I’m sure about this. I’m sure I won’t regret whatever happens, even if it happens on a different timeline than I expect. I’m sure that Pollux is the kind of man who cares deeply about those he’s let in. He’s the kind of man who wants to do right by the ones he cares for without letting shame stop him from admitting when he doesn’t understand. He is the kind of man I want in a partner.”

Pollux’s chest contorted as his wife’s words sank into his flesh and heated him from the inside out.

He loved her.

So much.

He had waited so long to be wanted like this, as someone’s partner.

In horrible contrast, the way he wanted her was beginning to make it hard to breathe in front of her parents, and anything could happen was beginning to sound like a cruel promise.

Aaron flipped the folder closed and tucked it under his arm as he approached his daughter. “Am I allowed to thank you for gaining the courage to tell us all of this, or are you too fae for that, Kasserole?”

More tears filled Kassandra’s eyes as she set her yarn behind her in the chair and rose to meet her father in a hug. “I don’t know. I don’t think I can steal souls yet. I wouldn’t take yours even if I could, though.”

Aaron chuckled as he squeezed her. “Don’t be silly. You robbed me of that old thing the moment I first held you.” He kissed her hair. “I’m proud of you.”

“For what?” her voice cracked.

“For trusting us with a place in your life even as you enter an entirely new world.”

Pollux’s heart twisted, and he turned back to his empty cutting board. He stared down at the bare wood—lost.

Kassandra’s mother set an onion down in front of him and smiled when he accidentally met her eye. “Many fae have nothing to resemble a parent; was that the case for you as well?”

He swallowed emotions he was not ready to place at this time. “Yes.”

“Well,” she touched his back, “I suppose it’s a little late, but feel free to call me Mom.”

Pollux’s tears weren’t as pretty as Kassandra’s, but his mom held him through them all the same.

ᴥ

“Phew,” I blow out a breath as I step outside into the cold with two cups of hot chocolate—and the entire bag of mini vegan marshmallows. My parents’ bare fenced-in backyard is wholly uninteresting, but the sky…the sky with Pollux beneath it makes it the most beautiful scene in the entire world. “We survived dinner,” I say as I sit on the cold slab of concrete patio beside him and offer him his mug.

Taking it, he watches me situate the bag of marshmallows in my lap. Silent.

“Want one?” I ask.

His head shakes.

“Is everything okay?”

His gaze falls to the steam pouring out of his mug, and he frees a breath. “Yes.”

“Is okay one of those words that doesn’t mean anything to the fae?”

The touch of a curve lightens the corner of his mouth. “Yes.”

“Could you answer me as though I’ve asked the right question?”

Instead of answering me, he leans his big body toward me and plants a slightly chilled kiss against my cheek.

My fingers flex into the marshmallows. “What…was that for?”

“Not even five years ago, I lived alone and relied on alcohol as a means to fend off the constant ache of loneliness in my soul in between the brief moments when Pila or Cael would visit me. I’ve never liked the way it felt, burning down the back of my throat. Some of it tastes good, but a lot more is awful.” His attention lifts, and I see starlight in the inky blacks of his eyes. “In a way, I guess it was self harm. A pain I could control. Something to fill the static.” His eyes close. “Now, I have Meda. And Willow. And Alexios. You. Your parents.” His jaw locks as a swallow moves his throat. “I have a family.” He rakes his fingers back through his hair. “I’m overwhelmed by how quickly things can change. It’s like you’ve said. Good or bad, change is still a lot to take in.”

Involuntarily, my entire body gravitates toward his until my shoulder touches his arm and my head rests against him. “I’m glad you understand. I’m sorry you’re overwhelmed right now.” My heart jumps, and I pull away. “I probably shouldn’t be touching you if you’re—”

His large arm moves, dragging me in against him, holding me steady against his side as his nose and lips press into the top of my head. “You are a piece of me. My skin will never flinch at your touch.”

Heat soars up from my hot chocolate to bathe my face. “This is really happening, huh?”

“This?”

“Moving in together. Being soulmates. Being…husband and wife. Eventually, at least.”

He swears softly as he lifts his mug to his lips. “I hope so. I want you in my life. I want to see you unravel at the seams.” He exhales a laugh into his drink. “I want to pull threads.”

“You want a front-row seat to watch me fall apart?”

He glances my way, smiling. “Absolutely.”

My heart shakes as I pop a mini marshmallow in my mouth. “You really are a beast, dreamboy.” I clear my throat. “Hey. Could you…” I lose all my nerve.

“If I can, yes. Anything.”

Even though it’s frigid out here, I don’t feel a lick of the icy wind. “My parents are in bed, right? They didn’t lie to us after dinner when they said they were going to bed, right? If I turn around, I’m not going to see them pressed to the sliding glass door and watching us, right?”

“They are on the other side of the house, talking about us.”

My nose scrunches.

“Your father thinks I’m a nice boy.” Pollux’s brows rise, and he muffles his words in his hot chocolate. “I’m not going to repeat what your mother is saying.”

That is absolutely for the best.

My shoulders relax. “Could you change forms?”

“Into what?”

I nudge him. “You…know. Monster Pollux.”

“Are you going to put marshmallows on my claws?”

Blinking down at the bag, I contemplate that. “Well. Now I might.” My eyes meet his. “You don’t want to?”

Slowly, darkness bleeds from his eyes to stretch across his cheeks. Setting his mug aside, he lifts my face in his clawed hand. “I want to be whatever it is you want me to be.” His nails prick my skin, so present yet so gentle. “Tell me, dearest, how much do I have to pretend to become that person?”

Lifting a fingertip, I trace his skin. The stillness of winter’s approach wraps around me, but right here, it’s very warm. “You don’t.”

“Are you sure?”

“I… Yeah. I’m sure.”

Lifting my face, he presses a kiss to my neck. “I love you.”

My skin buzzes, but I am somewhat poor at this, so all I can whisper is a very, very elegant, “…smash.”

Pollux laughs, caving into me. His body rocks mine as his nails hook in my clothes.

I tilt my blazing face back. “No, sorry. Crap. I messed up. Let me try again. I…to you…also. I think. Probably.”

Pulling back, Pollux fixes me with a fang-filled grin. “Hush,” he murmurs. “You’re perfect.” He kisses my nose. “I can wait for as long as it takes, until telling me is as simple as breathing. Until your humanity erodes, leaving behind nothing but the bare truth of your words.” His thumb, so carefully, skates beneath my eye. “I can wait.”

“Haven’t you waited long enough?” I whisper.

“For you to exist, yes.”

My lips silently echo those words.

Curling around me while my brain is still processing, Pollux rests his head against my shoulder and holds me. “I don’t mind a bit of a chase. It makes catching you more fun.”

I sink my fingers into his hair. “Does it now?”

“Mm.”

“Are you falling asleep now that you’ve given me tachycardia? After all the caffeine you just had?”

He chuckles. Snuggles. And doesn’t reply.

I stuff an entire handful of marshmallows in my mouth. “Beast.”

“I still have that library,” he murmurs.

“You watched the movie.”

“I watched the movie. Willow let me put the streaming service on my phone, and I watched the movie, and I am investing in the rolling ladders. Willow said they were important. And also that she’s going to skin me alive for not telling her I had a library in my house. I believe she was making a joke.”

My eyes roll. Uh. Yeah. She better be, otherwise we’ll be having some words. “Are you eighty-seven percent sure?” I snark.

He makes a low sound, then—disturbingly—says, “Skin grows back.”

Time passes beneath the stars. Half a marshmallow bag disappears as I sip my hot chocolate and feel the comforting weight of Pollux against me.

One week.

In just one week, I’ll move into his house.

I’ll collect quiet moments like this one, where I remember what it feels like to exist.

I’ll learn more about who I am, then what I am, and all that comes with being fae.

In just one week, everything will change.


Chapter 38

~~~~~~~~~~~~

The party before the storm.

I peer at the glittering face of the pocket watch containing my tear juice while Zahra orchestrates the Secret Santa around the Christmas tree swallowing the center of the main classroom. That tree is a glorious mess, if I’m being honest. But that’s what happens when you give kids a bunch of ornaments and don’t micromanage what they do with them.

Lifting my attention, I find Pollux’s smile and get a few warm fuzzies in the center of my chest. “Very pretty.”

“It’s a pocket watch.”

“I can see that, yes.”

Despite all the dark shades that surround even his human guise, Pollux is sunshine itself when he meets my eyes. “I wanted to show you sooner, but it’s been a busy week, and then Meda and I were late today, and you were playing a game, and I wasn’t sure if it was appropriate to interrupt.”

It would not have been. He’s lucky the kids are distracted right now. Very few things are quite as entertaining to a child as a real live pocket watch. If spotted, it will become miraculously sticky within approximately two seconds.

I cross my arms and arch a brow. “Speaking of, why were you late? Meda’s never been late to school before, so I can only assume someone else was the culprit.”

Pollux’s smile melts away. “I resent what I’m almost positive you’re insinuating.”

“You dared to make my little late to a party. Is it because you hate Christmas? How dare you.”

He plops the watch in his pocket and crosses his arms so we match. Now we’re both standing with our rumps to my large classroom desk, faces stern and arms folded.

Quite the pair.

“Your little waited until early this morning to tell me the agenda for today, including this Secret Santa, which she had not thought to locate an actual definition for and clearly wasn’t paying attention to when it was explained. Midway through telling me how she was excited to put Mia in a sack when it was her turn to play Santa, I dragged her to England so she could get a gift.”

“England,” I say, as I recognize the fact someone educated my Meda on Krampus. Mm. Delightful. Zahra and I will have words later.

“Yes. England,” Pollux states. “It was roughly five in the morning. The shops weren’t open here yet, and Meda is still in the process of learning sign, so she hasn’t started any other languages. I often go to England for their teas, so I knew which faerie paths were fastest. And not waterlogged.”

“England,” I repeat, “not the twenty-four hour Walmart.”

He regards me dryly. “Kassandra, do you think I know where the twenty-four hour Walmart is and the trods required to get there? No. Do you think I know that it’s roughly time for shops to open in England when it is five in the morning here? Yes. I also know the conversion rates, so don’t worry. Even though Meda was eager to buy the entire store, I maintained that she keep roughly to the twenty-dollar spending limit.”

Well, thank goodness for that. The last thing I need is for Andromeda to gift Mia something couture from a boutique in England then tell the truth about how she got it. There would be a riot. I’d have to calm the masses or organize a flight to Great Britain since we will not be taking eleven kids through Faerie trods, thank you very much. Their little bodies would probably get drunk on magic immediately.

Sighing, I push off my desk. “Do you want to stay here and wait for everyone to realize the frogs I gave them are colorful ammo, or help me get the frozen pizzas through the microwave? It’s a one-person job, truly. Albeit a touch soul-crushing.” Let’s just say that in the “excitement” of answering a million questions for my parents every time I got home from school this past week, planning the move to Pollux’s haunted mansion, crocheting over a hundred frogs, and planning the games for this event, I sorely neglected to ask for food assistance until roughly too late.

Therefore, I have a freezer full of rectangle party-size Totino’s boxes, and a veggie platter that cost about as much as the pizzas.

I do try ever so hard to provide an option for balanced nutrition…despite knowing the likelihood the ranch will be used as pizza dipping sauce and somehow wind up on the ceiling.

Pollux stretches his neck. “I’ll come with you. I’m not certain I’m cut out for frog warfare.”

“Excellent decision,” I say as we work our way past the packaging mess and toward the dining room. “Do you think we should cut the pizzas up and arrange them on a tray like a Christmas tree or stars or something? No matter what we do, the first ones will be kind of cold once the last ones go through, but it’s not much of a party if I pass them out to each little while they’re still hot, is it?” My shoulders droop. “Is this a moment where functionality battles social construct? Which provides more dopamine—warm food or togetherness?”

“My, she’s yours all right.” A voice I’ve not heard for several weeks jerks my attention off Pollux and to Prince Cael, who is using the sleeves of his robes as oven mitts to carry a piping hot tray of cookies to the table. It is overflowing with food before he so much as reaches it.

“Hi again, Kass!” Brittny cheers while her husband, Ollie, preoccupies himself with arranging pastries.

In the corner, Alana constructs a castle out of perfectly cubed pieces of cheese.

Something buzzes like static in my brain a second before a pot of tea appears beside other pots of tea, an assortment of teacups, and several cake stands.

“Pila says not to worry if the children break anything,” Cael informs me. “She made the teasets herself, and they were only practice.”

My mouth goes a little dry as his words register. The shining beautiful teasets I’m looking at—all painted with little flowers and curly vines—were made by hand? And we don’t care if they get broken?

“Um…” I begin as my brain lags and chokes. “Pila is here?”

“Willow said she absolutely would not be around children while they were eating when we asked her if she wanted to help, but Pila overheard, and as she is hoping to raise a sprout soon, she was eager to be around more children. She’s young yet, so she is unable to drop her glamour for you, but she has been around for the few movie nights you’ve been to.” Setting the fact I’ve met Pila twice already aside, Cael beams at Pollux, who seems to have gone stoically still behind me. “Well, what do you think?”

“I think I was not clear in my request,” Pollux grumbles, eyes narrowed on a massive vase taking up the center of the table. “Are…those what I think they are…?”

“Burrito bouquets!” Alana finishes assembling a cheese tower, and her eyes spark. “I also brought gift card presents for each student. Merry Live Más!”

Pollux rubs his temple. “Your…burrito bouquets…look cold?”

Cael pats one hand against Pollux’s back. “It’s a lost cause. Simply rest assured that I insisted they were bought and assembled this morning.”

“Bought and assembled this morning with love,” Alana interjects.

Pollux turns to me. “I’m sorry. I thought I was helping. I forgot that my friend lacks the ability to do anything like this without going overboard. This is a bit too extravagant to maintain in future years, isn’t it? It’s also way too much food for everyone. I should have known better. I should have provided clear, step-by-step instructions, an outline, something with pictures.”

“Hey. I’m feeling somewhat personally attacked,” Ollie comments.

“Most of this was Ollie.” Cael chuckles as he stacks his now-empty cookie tray with others on the microwave. Fanning his fingers, he says, “I’m just here to help fast-travel the food from Willow’s ovens. The quickest path goes directly through unseelie territory, and I believe it’s red cap hunting season.”

Pollux tenses as he pulls his gaze toward Ollie. “I immensely appreciate your efforts and willingness to help. Forgive me. I assumed the unnecessary extravagance was on account of Cael thinking it funny.”

Cael’s face shifts distinctly to convey What? Who? Me? Mess with you? Never. In fact, I’m wounded you would suggest such a thing. I’d believe it, too, if his expression didn’t melt into a wicked smirk after approximately two seconds.

Ollie laughs. “Sorry. It was me. It’s called stress baking. You should try it sometime.”

“I assure you. I have.”

“We should exchange recipes, then.”

Pollux’s mouth opens, and closes, then he says, “I’d…like that.”

“Neat.”

Alana begins humming as she layers crackers around her castle, and Cael wanders over to her while Ollie and Brittny finish stacking pastries. I watch, feeling my brain bzzt every time a new tea accessory blinks out of thin air.

My face is frozen in a smile as I clasp my hands together in front of my Christmas tree skirt.

Is this a lot?

Yes. It really is.

But the kids will love it.

Unless a parent or someone from the board pops in, I won’t have to figure out how to explain where in this world the budget for it came from. And I’m sure if a parent or board member causes issues, someone here can make it disappear using glamour magic.

Should any of these people be here without having gone through the background check process? No, not really. But it’s not like Zahra will have any problems with keeping things secret. So it’s fine.

Totally fine.

And totally amazing.

But totally unexpected.

And, gracious, I can’t even thank a single person here.

Pollux touches my arm as I fight to keep myself together. I have been crying so much lately. It’s like my emotions are committing a mutiny and rebelling against their lifetime of being subdued. He says, “It’s okay. I shared the link to the disturbing quiz with them. They are allowed to be in proximity to children.”

I close my eyes. Knowing Pollux went that far to help me, and knowing that these people—including an online celebrity, royalty, and a woman about to be an author with one of the most prestigious publishing houses in this country—spent at least thirty minutes obliging, does something to my chest.

It’s like Pollux said last week…

So much can happen in five years.

Zahra’s voice drifts from behind me. “Kass, the children want knives and forks so they can bang them on their desks and demand food. How are things going in… Holy swear.”

Turning, I find Zahra in the doorway, eyes wide.

“Well,” she says. “Hey, gang.”

The gang choruses varied greetings back.

“Oh.” Zahra shifts her attention toward an empty slice of space. “Pila’s here. Nice to hear you again.” Planting her hands on her hips, Zahra grins. “Epic. Should we get a picture before the children destroy everything their grubby little hands can reach? I think we should. And, obviously, we should get it with an enchanted phone.” Opening her palm toward Pollux, she says, “Gimme.”

Pollux does not question the Zahra. For he has, already, learned that it does no one well to question the Zahra. Pulling his phone out of his pocket, he delivers it to her wordlessly and shuffles himself toward everyone when they gather around the head of the table.

Lifting Pollux’s phone, Zahra whistles. “So that’s what you look like, Pila. I don’t know why I wasn’t expecting to see you with the glamour-removing camera. How come everyone doesn’t have their wings and things?”

“There’s a difference between glamour and the form we’re currently taking. For the sake of potential human interaction, those of us who can are presenting our human guises.” After a handful of flashes, Cael leaves the group and steps forward, hand outstretched. “Your turn.”

Zahra sparkles as she hands him the phone, trots into the picture, and lifts her hand behind my head.

I swat at her. “Stop giving me bunny ears.”

“No. Also—” She wiggles her three fingers against one side of my head. “—they’re axolotl fins.”

“What?”

“It’s a team effort,” Pollux murmurs from my other side, and I have no idea what the camera catches when my mouth drops open, but I have a feeling it’s more genuine than my polished photo smile ever could be…


Chapter 39

~~~~~~~~~~~~

I’ll be home for Christmas (if only in my dreams).

“I hope you like living with us,” Andromeda says, swinging her little arms while holding her Secret Santa gift in one hand and her bag of frogs in the other. I watch her teeter on the curb in front of me and try to keep my anxieties in check. Starting tonight, I’m living with her, and Pollux, and Alexios. Throughout the past week, my father and Pollux spent father-son time together in order to bring my things from my old room to my new room. I haven’t seen it yet, but according to Pollux, it’s ready. For me.

After we all have a family dinner together tonight, that’s it.

I’ll go home with Pollux.

I’ll have officially moved out.

Andromeda continues, “Daddy says that if you don’t like living with us, you’ll go back to your parents’ home. Did you tell him that, or is that what he believes?” Her big blue eyes hit me, childlike innocence gleaming in them. Since we’re still in public, she’s yet to shed the full human guise she wears to school, but regardless of whether the whites of her eyes are black or white, the blue maintains its eerie depth.

“I didn’t tell him that,” I say. “He’d have to mess up really badly and really consistently to scare me off now.”

She smiles. “Daddy won’t do that. He’s very careful.”

Yeah… I know.

“I like that about him,” I murmur, and my face warms, so I pretend I’m cold and tuck my nose into my scarf. Winter really snuck up on me this year. The wave of mildly chilled days did not prepare me for the forecast of a white Christmas creeping across the news.

I can’t believe Christmas is this weekend.

And I’ll be spending only some of it with my parents, before I say my goodbyes and head back to my home.

It’s surreal to think about.

I’m moving minutes away from what I’ve always known, but everything is changing.

I’m not even going to spend my Christmas break in a decorated house this year.

Who knows how long it will take me to feel at home? It never happened when I was away at my college dorm.

Maybe I should have waited until summer for this transition. Perhaps winter break really won’t be long enough to regain my footing and learn new routines. Is all of this really worth the potential I find myself while I’m away from the self-inflicted guilt of presenting who my parents raised me to be? Is this a big mistake?

Energy builds in my chest, so I trace the star at the top of my skirt’s Christmas tree.

No. No, it isn’t a mistake. It can’t be a big mistake so long as I can perfectly undo it. I’m not spilling grape juice on my yarn until I know, for sure, I’m okay with dying it a color that will never come out. Until I have that certainty, it’s okay to risk making a few bad stitches. I can unravel bad stitches.

Bad stitches are okay.

And, come on, Pollux is beautiful and kind and he says the heart-meltiest things.

For all I know, these could be some very, very good stitches. For all I know, my skank of a mother is correct, and I’ll be encouraging him to help me dye yarn before the start of next year.

“Where are we eating tonight?” Andromeda asks, interrupting my thoughts and making my heart leap. “Daddy said we were going to a fancy restaurant.”

Freeing a taut breath, I clear my throat and my mind. “I think it’s a steakhouse of some kind. Apparently, they’re really good about cross-contamination and have a selection of veggie burgers. Which is uncanny. I’ve never been somewhere with more than one type of veggie burger that you can then just swap out in the meat options… It’s the kind of thing you expect to only happen in fiction.”

“That really does sound magical.”

“It makes one hope that somehow, somewhere, restaurant owners are listening and willing to embrace it more.”

“Well,” a silky murmur suddenly too close behind me whispers into my ear, “isn’t this enchanting?”

Castor.

Instinctively, I place myself squarely in front of Andromeda as I turn to find him.

The gray evening sky washes his black robes and white hair in starkly monochrome shades.

“How quaint. You do realize that little lamb is more suited to protect you, do you not?”

“I…do not. And I don’t believe it unless you remove the question from your phrasing.”

He exhales the breath of a laugh. “Naturally, intelligence would mark Polly’s soulmate.”

“Are you here for a frog?” Andromeda asks.

“Pardon?”

Reaching into her frog bag, she removes the black one, steps past me, and holds it out to him. “Would you like him?”

“Child, I am not remotely that naive.”

“Huh?”

Castor sighs. “If you aren’t playing dumb, I pity you and the education that Polly has given you in this human realm. Gifts amongst the fae rarely come without strings when they are framed inside questions that require me to provide you with acceptance. I will not be indebting myself to you over a crocheted frog.”

Andromeda’s clueless look melts away. “It was worth a shot, wasn’t it?”

Castor lifts his hand and combs his fingers through her hair. “Perhaps if I were younger you would have fooled me.” He lets his hand fall back to his side as his attention shifts to me. “Have you given more thought to the request we discussed previously?”

Placing a hand on Andromeda’s shoulder and pulling her firmly to me, I say, “I still haven’t come into my powers, whatever they are.”

“I suppose you haven’t; however, you have gotten closer to Pollux. You have even used your powers to make him something recently, have you not?”

If he’s talking about last week when I cried golden tears, again apparently, um… “I wouldn’t exactly call that using, and he made the something himself.”

“I have never quite been poor in the virtue of patience, yet when I have waited this long, it becomes more difficult with every moment that passes. I would have either your aid, or…” He extends his fingers, referencing Andromeda, and my stomach clenches.

I clutch her tighter to me. “My aid with what?”

“Love and vengeance.”

“It’s a hard no on the vengeance. The person you have problems with just helped me throw a Christmas party.”

“Of course he did,” Castor all but drawls. “He’s just so good like that.”

“Isn’t he?” I ask. “Isn’t he the kind of person you can talk to? Pollux hasn’t told me much about the situation, Castor, but he still cares about you. I think that means something, and I think Cael also—”

“Pollux hasn’t told you much.” His soft words bite. “You would do well not to speak in favor of the person responsible for Polly’s caution where you are concerned. As far as I can tell, it is largely because of Cael he hasn’t told you what you are or what you are capable of. He, too, has let the moth prince indoctrinate his ideals. It’s repulsive that someone made of fear fears what might become of someone if they are given the tools to be everything they were born to be.”

“Don’t listen to him, Mrs. Role. Daddy isn’t afraid that you’ll become what you’re born to be. He wouldn’t be.”

I know that much. Pollux has told me plainly why he’s not telling me what I am yet. If part of his reasoning includes Cael, that doesn’t remove the fact I’m barely managing to contain the stress I have over moving. I don’t want another thing I have to fit into my brain right now.

Like.

I don’t know.

Magic powers and what to do with them.

I still have grading to finish up.

“Hm.” Castor huffs. “If I’m wrong, how would you phrase it, little lamb? What is your daddy afraid of?”

The boy’s ’fraid I’m out of his league. He’s told me that, too, not in so many words.

It’s really nifty not having a toxic relationship.

Now if I could just butt dial him, that would be great.

Andromeda whispers, “I…I don’t know. He hasn’t told me what Mrs. Role is. No one else knows. Only him.”

“Only him. And me.” Castor stretches his fingers at his sides. “My window of opportunity wears thin. You have three more seconds to comply.”

“I need more information,” I state.

“Three.” Castor slowly lifts his hand.

“Castor. I know you are not counting down on m—”

“Two.” He holds his fingers at my eye level.

“Mrs. Role—” Andromeda lifts her hand to mine and looks up at me. “—close your eyes. And don’t open them for any reason.”

“One.”

Castor snaps, and my world goes black.

ᴥ

Pollux felt the moment the brush of Kassandra’s unconsciousness appeared, then vanished. The suddenness hit him, violently, like a light flicking on—and off. It made him forget what he was doing, what he was saying, where he was.

Beside him in his parents’ living room, fish swam in front of the glass, chasing the colorful lights that reflected from the Christmas tree. In front of him, his mom and dad sat in their chairs.

The three of them were waiting for Kassandra and Andromeda to get back from the Christmas party at school, so they could all go to dinner.

He’d left the party early to bring some leftover food to his parents—and possibly to further assess whether or not they hated him for stealing their daughter away.

Over the course of the past week, he’d enjoyed the minutes he’d been able to spend with his new father and mother as they helped him arrange Kassandra’s room in his home, but humans could lie. And he was ever the anxious ball of nerves where Kassandra was concerned.

He should not have left her side. Not even for a moment.

“Pollux?” Concern crossed his mother’s eyes as his mind refocused. “What’s wrong? Did something happen?”

His lips parted, but he couldn’t find the words to explain that he was a master of a plane unknown to them, a plane where resting minds got lost. He could not find the words to explain that Kassandra’s mind had just tripped in and out of that place with an unnatural swiftness akin to…death.

Fear consumed him as the very thought of that possibility shattered his mind.

The pain that erupted was an agony unlike anything he’d ever witnessed before.

“Pollux.” His mother rose and met him on the couch, cupping his face in her hand. “Honey, breathe. What’s wrong?”

“Gone.” His voice broke, rough as jagged stone. “She’s…gone.”

He could find nothing else to say. But, then, of course, he did not have to.

For a moment later, he too was gone.


Chapter 40

~~~~~~~~~~~~

I am a house of cards on a foundation built by a foolish man.

Kassandra’s brain was very incorrect—Kassandra says, narrating to herself. Myself.

Me.

I.

I am not well.

All around me, my dream world looks like broken glass. Things reach through the shattered pieces, great big fingers scraping at the corners of my mind. Oozing boxes have tumbled down around me, scattering glitter across my rolling, rippling, unstable fields. In the distance of my patchy part-day, part-night sky, floating islands with golden rivers that spill over the edges…fall.

I am not conscious.

I have no idea where I am in the waking world, but I am certain the gnawing presence against my flesh is Faerie.

“Pollux,” I whisper, desperately, into the nightmare. “Pollux, we need help.”

He doesn’t appear.

My thoughts drift, and I stare at the shining dust pouring from the cardboard caverns scattered all over the wobbling ground.

So. Many. Boxes.

So. Much. Grit.

I spent ages putting it away.

Will I ever get rid of it again?

How many more decades will it be if I ever try to put it all back? Every last grain…

Falling to my knees, I drag a box toward me and scoop handfuls of the stuff inside. It clings to my skin, flecking it in gold.

Gold.

Sand.

So…much…sand.

In every crevice, rushing out like an ocean tide.

The angry specks won’t get off me.

They’re furious I’ve kept them banished for so long.

The anger…I know. It’s the only emotion I’ve registered at any depth for what feels like centuries. It coats everything. Taints my joy. My exhaustion. My love.

“Help…” I whisper. But I don’t know who I’m talking to.

A spark of unease cuts across my spine before a cold sweat breaks out on my brow. The clamminess doesn’t help free me from the grit. It clings more firmly as my mouth goes dry. As I begin to shake, and rock, and…fear. I’m…afraid?

I can’t remember that last time I felt afraid, but the pulse of fear makes my heart echo in my throat.

I’m alone in a sea of sand, and I am drowning, and I don’t know where Andromeda is, and I don’t know where Pollux is, and no one can hear me.

Sand begins to pour from my eyes as the emotions I gave up work through my chest and up my neck to strangle me. Before I know it, I am sobbing torrents of gold into my palms. Everything hurts. Every wasted moment. Every time I tried to show someone the castles I used to make, and they hit them like a wave on the beach. Every second my own parents told me it was time to put my buckets and shovels away.

And…

Grow up.

My flesh itches. And I understand. I understand all of this is not convenient. I understand it’s not mature enough for a lot of people. I get it. But it still hurts. It still hurts.

But of course it does.

Being wrong always will.

A buzzing breaks up the splintering sounds of my sobs. It fills my skull, demanding enough that I lift my face and look through my gold-lined lashes at…a bee.

He lands on the bridge of my nose before I can register what he’s doing here. His tiny forehead touches mine, and peace soaks into the cavern of my chest. The fear that was ripping me apart eases.

I’m…not alone anymore?

Have I always been so scared of being alone? I’m an introvert. I prefer my solitude…just like I prefer my security that the people around me won’t leave. It’s hard to find stability when people don’t like you.

I learned young that many people didn’t like me.

Who would?

Right now, sitting in the mess that is me, I don’t even know if I like myself.

Or maybe what I don’t like are the boxes. And the anger. The broken parts that wouldn’t be broken if I had been free to express all the shimmering, overwhelming, golden parts of me.

After all this time, the parts I hate most about myself are the ones that don’t belong.

In a way—I look down at the flecks coating my hands and arms—there’s beauty here if you just let it be.

The tiny buzzing starts again as the bee hovers in front of me once more. He does a circle, dancing. Bees communicate through dance, but I don’t know the language. Often, the dances are directions, though. “I can follow you,” I say, as though the bee might know my language. “Do you know how to get out of here?” Slowly, I drag myself upright and find my footing. “I was hoping a friend would come to help me, but he’s not here. I think I’m in Faerie. Do you think he’s not here because he’s finding me out there?”

The bee stops moving ahead to land on the tip of my nose.

I cross my eyes in an effort to look at him.

He seems imploring, somehow.

“Oh.” My eyes widen. “Oh.” I lift my hand, and he moves to my glittering palm. “Pollux? Is that you? Why do you look like this?”

He can’t answer me, because, well, he’s a bee. For some reason. But that doesn’t matter. The point is he’s here. He came.

“Castor got Andromeda and me. I don’t know where we are. Do you?”

He shakes his little bee head, lifts off my hand, buzzes forward a foot, then returns.

“You need me to go somewhere?” I provide the chaotic landscape a cursory glance. “In this?”

He walks to the tips of my fingers, facing ahead, so I attempt to calm the jittery sensation of being covered in so much sand as I move in the direction he’s pointing. I follow where he guides, shushing through puddles of dunes, until I reach the end of the land.

I’m on a falling island, racing toward a chasm of galaxy shades streaked through with sky blues and painted in clouds.

My head begins to shake. “What am I supposed to do now? I’m falling apart.” I swallow back more tears. More fear. More overwhelming things that were too much. “Can’t you find me, Pollux? Please. Find me and wake me up back at home.”

I’m too hot, and too cold, and I don’t know where my scarf or winter coat went. I’m not wearing any of my usual clothes. Instead, I’m garbed in liquid gold, a dress that flows to my ankles and trails behind me in the sand.

It’s too much.

I’m too much.

Even for myself to handle.

Why am I like this?

How do I stop being like this?

Pollux flies off my fingers, then down over the edge of the island, before returning, sitting, and staring at me.

“You want me…to jump?” I swallow. “I’ll wake up. In Faerie. You want me to wake up?”

He shakes his head, then he fluctuates, fuzz glitching between this plane and another.

“I’m not bad at charades,” I say. “I’ve just never played with a bee before. Can you just…please help me?”

He glitches again.

Then, he’s man. For a split second, he is man, and he’s standing in front of me, and he might be naked, but we’re not focusing on that right now. “Kassandra,” he says—and the word gets caught up in a phantom breeze that drags it away, distant. “I have no time. I’m so sorry. Please forgive me.” Gripping my hand, he pulls me close. His breath hits my lips—

But he vanishes before he can kiss me.


Chapter 41

~~~~~~~~~~~~

“My girls.”

Pollux swore as the single crack Kassandra had summoned him through closed up and kicked him back out of her mind. Pollux swore…in front of his parents, who were still seated in the living room around him.

His dad’s brows rose as his mom planted one hand to his shoulder and the other to her heart. “What’s going on? Where did you go? Who’s gone?”

Pollux’s mouth felt like cotton even as a complex mixture of relief and terror congested in him. “Castor has my girls,” he said, dragging a shaking hand down his mouth.

“Who’s Castor?” his dad asked.

“An old friend, who isn’t very friendly.” Pollux found his sensibilities and met his mom in a brief hug. “I need to go.” He pulled back and stood. “Please don’t worry.” He was worrying. He’d worry enough for everyone present. “If he’s hurt them, at all, I will rip him apart with my bare hands. I’ll bring them back in a bit. For dinner.”

To avoid stalling another moment, Pollux fixed his glamour in place and marched out of their perception. His heart hammered as his numb legs gained more strength. Soon, he was running, feet pounding against cement that softened into dirt as he plunged into the forest near where the dryads were tending to their sprouts. There, he’d find someone who could get the news back to Cael. Then, without waiting for Cael’s help, he’d dive into Castor’s domain himself.

“Pila!” he shouted as he caught sight of her sprawled in the brittle grass beside a tiny tree, her green flowing sleeves protecting the sapling from the wind.

Gently, she looked up as the few other dryads flinched back.

Despite having his pocket watch on him, Pollux could only imagine what he looked like barreling through the woods and into what was essentially a nursery.

“You are unwell.” Pila sat up. “What has happened?”

“Castor has Meda and Kassandra.”

Pila’s calm evaporated. Voice dark as pitch, she said, “What?”

“I don’t know how it happened. Kassandra was able to summon me into her dream, but I could barely squeeze through a crack in whatever barrier Castor has her in.” If Pollux were honest, he was not sure he’d been able to materialize clothes in the final moment when he tried desperately to claim her in order to spare her mind from the collapse of its human pieces. She had asked him for help. Claiming her would help. It was an effective loophole to his promise, but he had not even managed it. Just like he had most likely not been able to manage clothes. But he would not think about that right now. “I need someone to tell Cael.”

“While you go after them by yourself?” she asked.

His heart tightened as emotion burned in his eyes. “Kassandra’s scared, Pila. She’s disintegrating all by herself, and she’s scared. All the things she’s kept locked away have crashed down on top of her, just like I’ve worried they might. I need to find her.”

Pila lifted a hand. “Elowen, tell Cael to prepare an army.” Dropping her arm, she stalked forward, toward the nearest trod that would lead them into the maze of the Desolate Caverns. “We will not need his help, but I do not know how Castor will respond when I have laid waste to his kingdom.”

“Pollux.” Alexios’s voice made Pollux pause before following Pila’s warpath. He turned to find the yamachichi standing beside a tree. “I felt something amiss. What’s going on?”

“Castor has the girls. We’re going after them.” Pollux filled his lungs and hardened his resolve. “Stay here, and stay safe. We don’t know what he’s planning.”

And…truly…they did not.


Chapter 42

~~~~~~~~~~~~

The cruelest thing one can leave a villain with is hope.

Standing on my toes, I pace on the edge of my dream island, feeling my sanity flood away like all the sand pouring off. Pollux tried and failed to kiss me, because kissing me would claim me, and claiming me would give me the ability to perceive Faerie and handle the magic now invading my flesh.

Prior to that attempt, however, he had wanted me to jump.

I glance off the island at the vast nothingness swallowing sand.

Right now, I can’t control anything. I already tried to mend the cracks and push the sand away, but it is too angry. It shoved back against me until I had to scramble to stop myself from falling. The solution can’t be to jump off. How do I even know that was really Pollux? How do I even know this is really one of my dreams?

If I can’t control what’s happening anymore, maybe I’m stuck in an enchantment of Castor’s devising.

Under that context, jumping off would mean giving him what he wants. And I won’t do that. I refuse.

I refuse all of this.

The moment I think so, my world turns black.

Then voices drift into my ears—Andromeda’s…Castor’s.

“Why are you doing this, Uncle Castor?” Andromeda demands. “You know it’s bad for her. She can’t be here right now. Daddy hasn’t claimed her yet.”

“Little lamb, if you do not stop calling me Uncle Castor, I may grow fond of you.”

Andromeda huffs, tiny and protesting. “That’s the intention, you ding dong.”

Castor laughs.

“Let us go home before Mrs. Role snaps.”

“Do you know how many humans I’ve seen snap, little lamb?”

“Hopefully zero, or else they’d turn to stone.”

Castor hums. “I did not bring you by my collection. Would you like a tour now of my lonely home of statues?”

“Absolutely not. That doesn’t sound age appropriate.”

I’m on something soft. I can feel my clothes, just like I can feel the pressure in my skull, the sand streaming through an hourglass in my ears. The scarf I was wearing seems to have been tied around my head…so since I doubt Castor would take that precaution, Andromeda must be in a place that can reach me. We haven’t been separated.

She sounds okay.

“Age appropriate…” Castor murmurs somewhere deeper in whatever room he has us in. “Pollux truly has raised you in tame waters. Let’s play a game.”

“What are you doing?” Andromeda whispers.

“She’s awake,” Castor says.

My heart jerks—cold, hard fear running like ice into my veins.

Andromeda’s voice hardens, impenetrable. “Mrs. Role, he’s taken his blindfold off. Keep your eyes closed in case he takes your scarf off.”

“Please. Would I really do something terrible like that?” Castor chuckles. “I can say it’s nice to have a role reversal now and again, isn’t it, Mrs. Role?”

Cautiously, limbs trembling, I dare to sit up on what might very well be a bed. I’m not bound in any way, so I lift my hands and tighten the scarf. “Why did you bring us here?”

“I only needed Andromeda. You refused to separate yourself from her. But, well, it’s still all working out in the end, isn’t it? Clever of you to call Pollux through the cracks in my barrier. How silly of me to put them there…no?”

Stomach swirling, I feel my way across the comforter, toward Andromeda’s voice and a dip in the mattress. I find her, and her small hand grips mine. I ask, “Why did you need Andromeda?”

“Because she has a little bit of your magic on her, doesn’t she? Shame she’s buried it in her body, isn’t it?” Sounding entirely unbothered, Castor says, “Alas, alas, my plans surely aren’t going as smoothly as I hoped, are they?”

The phrasing prickles somewhere deep in me, raising all sorts of red flags. “Why are you speaking in questions?”

“Whatever do you mean?”

“Is this exactly going to plan?”

“Are you suggesting that I, after centuries and centuries of existence, made a plan involving one of the two people I know best in this entire world, and it’s going exactly how I expected? Now, don’t be silly, child. I have said already I did not mean to bring you. That is a deviance from the plan in and of itself. However…you could use this opportunity, if you so desire.”

So. This is going exactly to plan, and depending on his definition of opportunity, I don’t know if I should even be asking. “What do you mean?”

“You could end this. You could be strong enough to take Andromeda away with you. You could slice open the world and step through to wherever you want. You are capable of bending reality and creating your own personal trods. The only thing stopping you is the human parts you cling to. Your salvation from my grasp is accepting that you are meant to be fae. Your salvation is casting off the burden of your humanity.”

“Burden?” I hiss. “What makes you think my humanity has been a burden?”

“Because,” he murmurs, “I’ve been watching you since shortly after Andromeda found you and Cael’s betrayal came to light. Humans love to share poetic stories about what makes them human. They love to pretend it’s their desire for connection, or their capacity for love. Do you know what really makes a human, human?”

“I’m sure you have a definition that doesn’t align with mine.”

“Likely. Unlike you, I have not found myself inundated with the propaganda of humanity’s glorious conquests. Humans are mistakes bound together with selfishness. Every sacrifice you have made to fit into the community stems from a deep-seated desire to be accepted. To want acceptance is greed. Humanity is wicked. It is humanity’s need for salvation that makes it human. Therefore, to be human is a burden that someone must bear.”

His words roll over in my brain as I attempt to ease the unfamiliar panic in my heart. “That’s…an oddly Christian point of view, Castor.”

“There’s too much guilt associated with that term for my liking. Christianity in this modern world too often has become a lifestyle of sanctified judgment beneath the banner of the One who says I am judge. Damnation never changed the heart. Fear of punishment leads to actions based only on preservation. Preservation, at its core, is selfish. Yet again, the human nature reigns supreme. It is why your Scriptures say unto death you are loved and only into death can you accept that love.”

Maybe it’s just the horrible headache crawling up my neck and beating a drum into my ears, but it is getting harder for me to be upset with Castor. Which, of course, is a simple enough thing for someone well-versed in manipulation to achieve. Believing truths doesn’t mean he abides by them.

“Anyway,” Castor murmurs, “the point is, you lose nothing by accepting what you actually are and getting rid of your humanity. It may not save your soul on some cosmic scale, if that is what you believe, but it will free it from the burden of many appearances. At the very least, the fae are more upfront about their sins.”

“And,” I mutter, “as a bonus, I could get us out of here, right?”

“Precisely.”

“What’s in it for you?”

“At this point in time? Nothing. Care to know why Pollux thinks Cael would seek to confine you if you come into yourself too sharply?”

“If you can state what you assume clearly and plainly, sure.”

“You are capable of destroying the reality of this world and creating a different one. Without control of that ability, you can break yourself and the minds of everyone around you. Polly worries Cael will respond prematurely. Pollux has grown much too soft in Cael’s world. It is his instinct to overwhelm and consume, but he hesitates to hurt you. He, of all people, should know that pain is an unfortunate side effect of life.”

My free hand clenches into a fist against my thigh. “You’re wrong. He knows that growth isn’t always comfortable. His mind is incredible, and I trust fully that he has thought every action where I am concerned through countless times.”

Castor laughs briefly. “Child, that’s called overthinking. And, yes, Polly is great at it.”

“Ultimately, I don’t trust why you want me to embrace becoming fully fae, if I can even figure out how to. I trust whatever reasons he has for being cautious.”

“Kassandra Eve Role,” Castor says, as though it’s common knowledge to know my full legal name. “I do hope you will take these words to heart—sand is overwhelming, yet it makes a terrible long-term foundation. Your powers are overwhelming to perceive and dangerous if you toy with relying on them to fix what you don’t like. You have the ability to control more than mortals should, but having power does not justify its abuse. Even under a context of righteousness, power that forces another’s will completely should not be used.”

“Mrs. Role is…” Andromeda begins, so softly I can hardly hear her.

“Shh.” Castor sighs, going silent for several moments. “We are respecting Polly’s wishes. That is the least I can offer an old friend as penance for the trouble I’ve caused today.”

My throat closes. “Meda.” I squeeze her hand. “You know what I am?”

“Yes.”

“Can I really get you out of here?”

Her fingers tighten around mine. “That isn’t why you should accept becoming fully fae, Mrs. Role.” Her hand unravels from around mine, then the indent of her weight slips out of my reach.

“Meda,” I hiss, reaching blindly.

Her voice rises from nearer where Castor’s has been drifting. “Uncle Castor, please. I promise I’ll sit here and wait for you to come back if you take Mrs. Role home to her parents’ house and let her be after this.”

“An interesting proposal. I’ll have to decline.”

“You just said that a power that forces someone against their will should not be used. If you keep her here for too long, she’ll be forced to either break or adapt whether she wants to or not.”

Castor drones, “Little lamb, where in this entire event did you decide I abide by some higher moral code?”

“Daddy still believes in you. Daddy still cares about you.”

“Yes, well, that would be his undoing, wouldn’t it? Care to know something about your daddy and your Uncle Cael? Between the two of them, one carries their morals in an unless fashion, the other a regardless one.”

“What does that mean?” Andromeda asks.

“Cael holds to his morals unless something happens. He would have found a way to torture me within an inch of my life daily if I’d intentionally kidnapped his moth princess recently. Pollux, above many things, craves peace. He hates pain. He hates death. He is soft. He relies too entirely on his presence being a threat, because he is not emotionally prepared to lift a finger without consent. Wrongs are wrong to him, regardless. My wrongs do not make any he could commit right.”

Andromeda sniffles. “Daddy cares so much about everyone. It’s not kind to use his care against him.”

“When have I ever claimed to be kind?”

“Please,” Andromeda whispers. “Mrs. Role is hurting, and I can taste her fear. She’s never been scared in front of me before. Please.”

“Do not worry. Even if this event allows her to regain the ability to access the full range of her emotions, it is not her absence of fear that cancels the presence of yours. It is the foundation of her character, which seeks to create a safe space for everyone around her. In spite of herself.”

“I’m not worried about that.” Andromeda’s voice shakes. “I’m worried about her.”

“She will survive. It takes humans days to go fully mad even without the precaution you’ve taken in covering her eyes. I anticipate we have perhaps minutes before your father reaches us.”

Pollux would be here in minutes? Does that mean I get to sit pretty like a damsel in distress and wait for him?

I am A-OK with that.

I just wish I could still reach Andromeda. And that my head didn’t feel so clouded with sand.

The origin point of Castor’s voice changes, getting closer. “As we do only have minutes left, I’d regret having you waste the energy and agony of this opportunity.” In another moment, before I understand what’s going on, weight settles behind me, and my scarf is ripped away.

“Castor, stop!” Andromeda shrieks.

“One wrong look, and you’re stone, little lamb. Stay where you are.” Castor grips the back of my head and firmly positions my face forward, away from him. “That goes for you as well, Mrs. Role. Fight me at your own risk.”

I keep my eyes firmly closed and trace, trace, trace the star on my skirt. “Why are you doing this, Castor? Even if I become fully fae, I won’t help you hurt anyone. And, if I am as powerful as you say, I will not rest until I know you can’t hurt anyone else.”

Castor heaves a sigh. “Woman, calm down.”

My teeth grit. “That’s, like, the number one thing you don’t say to a woman.”

“My apologies, then. In case it isn’t clear, I’m very bad at people. Still, it pains me to watch you sacrifice your existence to fit into places you were never meant to be. You are not made of plastic smiles. You were not born to make everyone else comfortable at the expense of yourself. You are more than that. I believe you are capable of facing the truth, surviving it, and then thriving in the brilliance of all you will come to create. You are smarter, and wiser, and kinder than that. You are ready. Open your eyes.”

Chest burning, I refuse. “I don’t trust you.”

“I wouldn’t ask you to. Open your eyes.”

My head thunders. “Tell me what you get out of this. Will you get your hands on my power if I turn fully fae right now?”

“I already have what I need of your power, silly girl.”

“What?” I croak.

“I had it before I asked. Don’t you think I’d know better than to genuinely petition permission from someone? Face it, you have no idea what I am up to. You cannot hope to outsmart me. Yet, I will offer you the plainness of these statements: I am not going to hurt you. And I am not going to force you. I am merely giving you the option to become what you were born to be and making sure you know where a safe place to look is.”

“I do not trust you.”

“That is your prerogative. But I cannot lie, and I am feebly attempting to help you.”

Everything hurts. “Your ideas of help may not be mine.”

“Right again, yet I have respected your wishes of ignorance by not telling you what you are. Do not do me the dishonor of ignoring my sincerity when I am very capable of prying your eyes open or feeding so much stress into your bloodstream the only options you would have left is to adapt or perish.”

“If you actually won’t force me, and if you actually want to help me, do you know about Zahra?” My chest is tight. Filling inexplicably with too much sand.

“Your assistant? Yes, I know of her.”

“What is she?”

Castor sighs. “Zahra is an asteriai.”

“An…” My brow furrows. “How do you spell that?”

“I’m not the teacher between us.”

I snap, “Well, I’m not the ancient faerie man who knows what the heck an asteriai is.”

“It’s a star nymph,” Andromeda says. “Zahr-Zahr is a star nymph, just like Pila is a tree nymph.”

A star nymph. That makes too much sense.

“Kassandra Eve, while I respect the depth of your affection for your friend, these moments are not about her. Focus. If you do not take care of yourself, you will be unable to do anything for anyone else.”

The ache in my head grows, blooming. The longer I resist, the worse the pain gets—as though it’s begging me to give in. Softly, I say, “You aren’t trying to trick me?”

“I am not trying to trick you. I am not tricking you, as trying removes all meaning from the line. Even Pollux in his moment of panic for your suffering asked you to take the leap.”

“The…leap?” My heart skips a beat. “Off the island in my dream? Why could you see into my dream?”

Castor’s breath coasts across my ear. “Because, I had to let him in so you could bring him here.”

“Why do you need Pollux here?”

He chuckles. “What makes you think I need Pollux?”

In the next moment, a crash forces me to instinctively open my eyes.

Magic beats into my skull as the vague outlines of the room, a door off its hinges, and a woman I’ve only seen in one picture appear. Furious, Pila’s eyes are fixed behind me, over my head.

“Daddy!” Andromeda shrieks from where she’s standing in a pool of misty world. “Be careful. Castor doesn’t have his blindfold on!”

“I know,” Pila says, voice wavering as though it’s both here, and not.

Everything around me, everything inside me, feels half real.

Castor swears, releasing me. His weight fumbles off the bed as he swears again, louder.

“What happened?” Pollux fights past branches filling the doorway and holds his gaze low. “Meda. Kassandra. Are you both well?”

His voice settles the pain inside. It…ebbs.

Pollux lifts his arm, hand open, shaking. “Can you come toward my voice?”

I stare at him, the openness of his stance, the fear he’s expressing when fear is all he has known for so long.

“Please.” His voice breaks. “Please tell me you’re well.”

Standing before me is someone who loves me. For me. Encompassing whatever I am now, and whatever I will become.

Tension pours out of my limbs as clarity streams from him, painting solidity into the world. My repressed fears calm. The subdued moments of my childhood—all the pieces that I locked up—ease gently into the forefront of my mind.

When the world once rejected who I was, now I accept that this is who I am.

Too much for too many.

But the perfect amount for some.

“I’m well,” I say.

Warm relief fills him. Then he growls, “Did Castor hurt you or Meda?”

Castor, currently, is crumpled in the corner by the bed in this lavish, dark room. Curled up on himself, he swears, apologizes, and grips his fists in his long hair.

“Um,” I offer. “No. I don’t think so. Are you…doing something to him, Pollux?”

Filling her chest with air, Pila marches. “He is not,” she states when she stops above Castor.

Castor goes quiet, then hisses, “You…”

“I’m well.”

“But I…”

Pila hums, cheerily, an instant before the sound of flesh hitting flesh echos in my ears.

I do not dare to look toward them, even though Pollux’s eyes widen. Hesitant, he meets Andromeda in the center of the room, scoops her up in his arms, and presses her face to his chest. “Kassandra,” he murmurs, locating me. “Come here.”

He doesn’t need to ask me twice. I slip off the bed and find my way to the safety of his outstretched arm. It curls around me, and he holds both Andromeda and me tight for several breathless seconds. Kissing my forehead, he says, “Let’s get out of here.”

“But…” Andromeda begins to pull her face away from him.

Pollux doesn’t let her lift her head. “I think Pila can handle this.”

“How?” Castor’s voice shakes. It darkens, “How?”

“As my friends would say, I’m built different.” Ire drips from Pila’s every word. “And if you mess with my family ever again…”

“Pila,” Pollux warns.

“Do not try to spare him. He took my Meda away. He ought to know better than to offend a child in the presence of an expecting mother.”

Pollux’s lips graze my forehead. Painfully cool and calculated, he says, “Tor.”

“Don’t Tor me,” Castor hisses.

Pollux’s silence fills the room, makes the branches pouring through the door shiver. It presses in my lungs, filling them with liquid steel. At last, Pollux breaks the strain and turns. “Pila, I can’t get out.”

Pila’s footsteps stride up to us, and she waves her hand to part the branches filling the doorway.

“That’s it?” Castor yells. “Intimidation? And then you cast this entire event aside? I took your soulmate. I stole your daughter. And a few moments of difficulty breathing is all you have to leave me with?”

“I loved you,” Pollux says.

My mouth drops open. Dude. I’m standing right here.

“I never told you that,” he continues. “You were precious to me. My closest friend, for years. I forgave you over and over. I spoke on your behalf to Cael time and again. You meant so much to me.” His voice darkens, lowering until it threatens to make my knees go out. “And…yet…if you ever try something like this again, I will destroy you. Am I clear, old friend?”

After many moments without a response, Pollux grunts, and plows ahead.


Chapter 43

~~~~~~~~~~~~

Acceptance is only the first step.

“Okay,” Pollux scowls at his phone while seated on a dark log in somehow even darker woods. “I have texted Mom and Dad. I used emojis. They know Andromeda is on her way, and we’ll catch up with them soon.”

I trot in a circle in front of him, trying to ignore the dozens of eyes gleaming in the brush around us. Cael said it was red cap hunting season this morning, didn’t he? I seem to remember that. Was the Christmas party really only this morning?

That’s crazy.

It feels like that bit of normal happened eight million years ago.

My entire body is tingling. I tap my fingers to my thumbs in sequence.

Pardon.

I tap my gold-flecked fingers to my gold-flecked thumbs in sequence.

I didn’t notice it until we made it out of the oh-so-charmingly named Desolate Caverns beyond Castor’s palace. Now, although the world is still painted in grim shades, apparently we’re in the safety of Cael’s domain. Andromeda has gone on to my parents. Pila has gone on to let Cael know the need for an army was superfluous.

And Pollux is crouched near a trod leaking cell service.

“They replied,” he says. “It’s an emoji.”

He lifts the screen and shows me a single, yellow thumb up.

Worry eats away at his red-and-black eyes. “What does this convey?”

“Confirmation,” I state, but my words don’t stop there. “It always seems angry to me, because it doesn’t provide enough information, but it’s not. Parents just text like that, for some reason. It might be a generation gap. Am I vibrating? Pollux, why am I vibrating?”

Pollux clears his throat. “Your phone caught the signal. It’s getting messages.”

“Oh.” I pull my phone out of my pocket and discover that Mom, Willow, Alana, and Brittny have all been trying to contact me, with varying levels of concern. Alana seems to have sent an entire paragraph reprimanding Castor for, yet again, kidnapping a taken woman. Willow wanted me to swipe his knife. Brittny’s messages are updates about how her, Ollie, and Zylus are all waiting for Cael to give the word about sending an army after us.

I…

Am so glad Pila is heading their way.

I simply do not have the energy to respond.

I just don’t.

Even though they all worried about me, the physical pain that rises in my skull at the idea of handling their messages right now is too much.

I’m more responsible than this, but I just can’t.

“Hey,” Pollux soothes, rising and wrapping me in his arms. He slips my phone from my fingers. “I’ll handle it.”

My throat closes. “What’s wrong with me?”

“Nothing.”

“My hands and arms are flecked with gold, Pollux.”

“It’s beautiful.”

It is. It really is. And unlike in my dream when it felt like the sand was invading me, it’s not an irritation anymore. I just don’t know why it’s still here. The obvious answer settles like a rock in my gut, and I don’t know what to do with the possibility.

Releasing me, Pollux steps back and stretches his neck. “Okay.” He shakes his arms and flexes his fingers as they elongate into claws. “Eyes on me.”

“I don’t think they can be anywhere else when you look like this.”

His sharp teeth flash in a smile.

My face explodes crimson. “I didn’t mean to say that aloud.”

“But you did.”

“By mistake.”

“I like your mistakes.” He lifts his hands above his head. “Arms up.”

I oblige, mimicking his stretch.

When his chest fills with air, I mimic that as well, letting everything out past my lips when he does.

“What are we doing?” I ask.

“Your mind is relapsing against the sensation of magic in your veins. We’re making room for it.”

My stomach clenches.

He wraps an arm around my waist and reels me in. “You got tense again.”

“Well, you just said there was magic in my veins.”

“Always has been. Don’t cram it down. You’ll hurt yourself.”

“I’m scared.”

Grazing his touch up my arm, he brings my gold fingertips to his lips. “Lucky for you I’m very acquainted with helping people cope with their fears. Relax, dearest. Trust me.”

Intentionally, I force my limbs to ease and my body to settle.

“Good girl.” He cups my palm to his mouth, kisses. “Focus on me. Are you upset? You like to be upset with me.”

“No, I’m not upset with you.”

He kisses my wrist. “Are you uncomfortable with what I’m doing to you?”

My gaze catches on red cap eyes. “I’m uncomfortable with the audience.”

His tongue flicks out against my pulse as a hammer of pressure thunders off him. Jet black leaves rain down around us as the entire forest shakes, and every hiding creature shrieks as it bolts away. “Better?”

“Yeah…” I swallow. “Pollux, am I fully fae?”

“You shed your humanity instants after I found you in Castor’s castle. I felt your soul shift and brighten. All is well.” His eyes fix on me. “Breathe through your questions.”

“Pila can’t control her glamour because she’s too young. We seem about the same age. Will my parents…”

“They will be able to see you. You can control your glamour. Even now, before we have claimed each other and bound my ages to your ability, you are a powerful creature. Even before you shed your humanity, you controlled my ability to access my glamour. You will be able to appear human at will.”

I inhale deeply, letting it go. “Okay. Castor told me I could destroy reality and control minds. How do I make sure I don’t do that? Can I make a promise not to?”

“You are fully fae now. Your words hold power, so you must be careful with them. Be cautious of absolute statements. Remove promise and thank from your vocabulary until you more fully understand their place. Your power is effortless, and that is part of what makes it dangerous. There is a weight of responsibility connected to all you can do.” He matches his fingers to mine. “I trust you will not abuse your abilities, but if you’re afraid that you might, rest assured we are masters of the same plane. Even though your powers extend beyond dreams and nightmares, I retain awareness of their scent. I know how you and your magic taste. You cannot fool my mind even if determination could overpower my abilities.”

“I won’t do that. I want your help. I want you to be my safety.”

He softens.

“Okay.” I step closer to him. “This isn’t how I wanted today to go. I thought moving would be hard enough to navigate.”

“This is not what I would have planned, either.” Pollux holds me—safe and warm. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

“Castor did not directly harm you, but his actions did cause you to suffer. Despite that, I still give him chances. Possibly too many.”

My lip juts, involuntarily. “Well, from what I gather, he was your first love, so.”

“Pardon?”

I sniff. “You told him you loved him.”

Pollux draws back and angles my chin so I’m looking up at him. His mouth opens and closes. A line forms between his brows as he shuts his eyes. “Dearest…no… I didn’t… Do humans not understand that there are different types of love?”

Oh. Well, it seems I’ve misunderstood something. “They…do. But it’s possible they’re all skanks, so they default to the sexy one.”

“Do excuse me if I find myself compelled to retch momentarily.”

“Okay, I will.”

A chuckle shakes him instead. “I still have no idea what to do with you.”

My heart thuds. “Don’t tell me that. I’m glittering right now. I have no idea what to do with myself, and my parents are waiting on us for dinner.”

“True. I shall present an option. You let me know if it sits well with you.”

I nod. “Proceed.”

“I will walk you through how to glamour yourself and open a trod directly to your parents’ house.”

“I think Castor said something about that. I can really do that?”

“Yes, you can close the distances between two places at will because the rules of reality are different for you.”

Um, ’kay. That’s cool. Really cool. I can already see where it would be painfully simple to abuse these abilities. “Continue,” I murmur.

“After dinner, let me take you hunting.”

My heart thumps. “In…the dream plane? I can enter the dream plane.” I don’t know why I hadn’t put that together when he said we were masters of the same plane, but in my defense, I have a lot going on right now… “Pollux, since it’s too late to pace my induction into all things faerie now, what am I?”

“What do you think?”

I spread my fingers, look at the sand, feel the airy presence of something parallel to this world skimming just out of sight. As though the consistent presence of dreams underlay everything around me.

Dreams and sand.

It’s the sort of fantasy children know…and maybe that’s why I’ve always felt connected to children. Maybe that’s why I’ve always struggled to grow up.

“I think I’m a sandwoman.”

Pollux smiles. “Correct.”


Chapter 44

~~~~~~~~~~~~

Extended family dinners…

I’m talking a lot. I know I’m talking a lot. I just don’t really know how to stop. It’s unusual for me to talk this much, especially given that Cael, Alana, Willow, Zylus, Ollie, and Brittny have all crashed my family dinner. It’s just, phew, a lot of people, right?

So many people.

And I don’t know most of them very well.

But that means absolutely nothing in the face of whatever magic is bumbling about beneath my skin. My thoughts are going off along with my mouth. “I can’t believe this happened,” I say to my mom and dad while absently staring ahead at Alana and Andromeda, who are building something out of their merged plates of food. They mashed roast potatoes, dissected their burger, ground the beef, and—yeah, no.

I drop my attention to my own veggie burger and draw lines into the thigh of Pollux’s pants. He’s sitting beside me. For emotional support. I pick up a steak fry. “I know I don’t usually make uneducated decisions like this. I usually need to know everything before I act. When I went to college, I mapped the entire campus and practiced walking the distances to make sure I was healthy enough to make it to each class on time. I timed myself. I calculated the strain it would add to my shoes and budgeted how many pairs I needed to purchase to last me the four years.”

“Honestly,” Willow comments from Pollux’s other side as she offers Zylus an onion ring, “that’s what I would have done were college not a capitalistic debt scheme.”

I can’t even rebut. I am still paying off my debts. Maybe my dear sweet husband who rents out ice rinks can help me with that?

“Of course I can,” Pollux says, fixing his attention past Mom and Dad and firmly on Cael. “Can’t I?”

“I don’t see why not,” Cael offers, amicably. He’s barely touched his food in favor of watching Alana as though he’s entranced.

Soulmates, amirite?

I tense as realization hits me. “Did…I complain about my debts aloud?”

Brittny laughs. “You absolutely did.”

“That’s not like me.”

“Or maybe it’s exactly like you,” Ollie says. “Many fae tend to vomit their thoughts with little regard for whether or not they’re appropriate. Feelings don’t change the truth, and if the truth causes problems, that’s something worth addressing. It’s best to live honest.”

I exhale a twisted laugh, stuff my fry in my mouth, and mumble, “Live honest, huh? You have never attended a parent-teacher conference with a mother upset that her child had a single organic chocolate-covered almond. Because sugar.”

Willow stares at me, brow knit, as Zylus nibbles the morsel between her fingers. “Was her kid too dumb to know there was sugar in it?”

“That’s that dumbest part. I let her kid read the label because I knew she had extensive food rules.”

Zylus bites Willow’s finger. She shoves him in the face. “I am irrationally upset right now, but the irrationality comes only from the strong urge to hunt down a child.”

“She’s a teenager by now. I really hope she’s doing well, and her relationship with food has improved.” I puff a breath and grip Pollux’s thigh.

He makes a slightly strangled sound into his burger, and I jerk my hand off him. “Crap. Sorry.”

“Nope,” he mumbles. “That was great.”

My face blisters.

“Bets are off,” Willow states, planting a hand on the table. “Let’s hunt down a teenager.”

“What?” I blurt.

“That snot knowingly did something that would peeve off her mother, then told her mother.” Willow stabs a perfectly manicured finger into the table. “Then that mother blamed you. All children, per clause 2B in my moral code of conduct, are too young to be judged in higher courts before they understand the world better. Teenagers have no such protection and must pay for their crimes. Cael, I’m petitioning mischief.”

“No, you’re not.” He rolls his eyes off Alana. “We do our best here not to meddle in the affairs of humans.”

“Meddle!” Willow scoffs. “I’m personally afflicted.”

“I think we’ve drifted slightly off topic,” Brittny notes, cordially. “Is this the celebration for Kass joining us in full faerieness, or are we throwing a party at movie night.” She fixes her bright and friendly smile on my mother and father. “We have movie night at Willow’s every Thursday. You are more than welcome to come…” Her attention drifts to Willow. “…right?”

“Obviously.” Willow arches a brow and scans my parents. “You do not give me the parental ick. Have you considered running a class on parenting?”

My parents glance at each other.

Dad says, “That could be fun.”

“Aaron, no.” Mom fills her lungs and lets the breath out slowly before smiling in such a familiar, and now distant, way. “I’m sorry. All of this is a lot to take in. We had prepared to see our daughter off to a new house tonight. Now she’s fully fae…and…was kidnapped…” Mom’s smile falters, and I notice her reach for my father’s hand under the table.

Alana mutters, “Yeah, Castor and I will have words next time I see him.”

“Moondrop,” Cael warns.

Dad interjects, “I’m not thrilled to hear about what happened tonight, but it’s very clear to me that Kasserole has friends who care about her. We still don’t understand a lot of how things work in Faerie, but something we do understand is that relationships like these matter.” He looks at me. “Whatever happens next, this foundation is secure.”

My throat closes as his words sink into my chest and press against my heart. I fight everything in me to keep from sobbing sand into my food. I don’t want that, brain, so please behave yourself for five seconds.

Willow breaks the moment without a scrap of finesse. “Why are you calling her Kasserole?”

Pollux’s brows rise. “Are we allowed to ask that? I didn’t know if that was an appropriate question to ask, so I just made assumptions.”

I sag.

My darling father grins. “Well…”

Mom sags, matching me. “It is the product of what happens when you have a rough pregnancy and aren’t lucid enough to pay attention.”

“My full name is Kassandra Eve Role,” I mutter.

“That’s very pretty,” Brittny chimes.

The corners of Dad’s eyes crinkle. “Precisely how I got it past my beloved wife. It’s just a bonus that it simplifies into Kass E. Role.”

A moment of silence passes.

Then everyone wheezes.


Chapter 45

~~~~~~~~~~~~

For better or kittens.

“That’s it,” I murmur, guiding Kassandra into the vast stream of ether that drowns both the human and fae worlds. The very sensation of being here with someone who isn’t Andromeda is…freeing, somehow. Every barrier I’ve put in place to distance myself from those I might hurt crumbles in the presence of my wife.

My fully fae wife.

Here, entire universes held in the minds of people collide. Here, the pathways that lead to dimensions beyond what I’ve explored take root. Here, in the spaces between, Kassandra can test her abilities without fearing a lasting impact.

Tonight is about teaching her how to feel what she can do.

Tonight is about making sure she feels confident and content with the unexpected stress that coming into her faerie blood has caused.

Asking her to navigate living with me on top of becoming fully fae is never what I would have planned.

Thankfully, though, she’s taking all the change well.

Like mine, her barriers have crumbled.

Perhaps this push is what she needed all along.

Perhaps I’ve been overcompensating for my own fears.

Never mind that she can bring about the collapse of reality as the humans know it…by mistake…if she’s not careful… She won’t do that.

Probably.

And probably I need to have a touch my wife and die conversation with Cael before he inevitably sees her outside her human form, identifies what she is, and goes all princely precaution on us.

She’s fine.

It’s fine.

Reality needs to collapse every now and again, anyway.

I’ll just help her fix it.

No problem.

It really is times like these that I wish anxiety medication worked on my system…

Kassandra’s gaze drifts over the clouds of consciousness that burst and fluctuate around us, drawing realms out of memories and imagination. Finding calm in her existence, I picture the worlds reflecting in every gold fleck that consumes her brown eyes.

Her beauty has no business being this entrancing.

“So this is the dream plane…” she murmurs.

“It is.”

She points behind me. “What’s going on over there…?”

I turn my attention to…decidedly something. What exactly is a question I stopped asking millennia ago. For my own sanity. “It’s best not to worry about that.”

Her attention drifts. “’Kay…”

“Are you well?”

“I’m…overwelmed, if that counts for anything?” Her fingers tighten around mine. “Dinner was…a lot. I talked more than I’ve talked in decades, and I’m tired now.”

“I’m sorry that everyone showed up with only an invitation from Meda, and not us. I should have known better than to think she had not memorized her…‘mother’s’ phone number.”

“Meda thought it was a family dinner. It was.”

In spite of myself, I can’t stop smiling. “It really was.”

“I’m glad everyone was there. I mean, what if they hadn’t been there to distract my parents from how jittery I’ve gotten?” Kassandra blows out a breath. “My word. Who knows what they might have thought the reason behind my nerves are? It’s not like I moved in with my husband tonight or anything, right?”

I arch a brow. “You…did. I’m sorry. I don’t think I’m following. What would they have suspected as the reasoning behind your heightened energy were everyone not there?”

Kassandra presses her lips together and stares at me. “I forgot. You do not look as innocent as you are. You are like a skank conduit made of the purest crystal. It’s entirely possible I received all the gutter brain pieces in our two halves of a perfect whole situation here.”

“Oh.” I understand now. “You were talking about…the things husbands and wives enjoy.” I clear my throat. “Dearest, prior to that, I would like to share vows. And…also…claim you without a pretense of expecting more. Just…” I swallow, hard. “Just because I want you to be mine. Because I love you, and I want our souls to be together.”

Somehow, the red in her cheeks deepens. “Faeries also share vows? Is that what was supposed to happen after you gave me Chai? But you walked into a bush instead?” She narrows her eyes and drifts closer to me. “Wait, if we never exchanged vows, doesn’t that mean we’re not actually married yet?”

Confusion niggles its way into my more tender emotions. “We’re married according to human traditions, aren’t we?”

“What?” she says.

I echo, “Aren’t…we?”

“Where in the world did you get the idea that giving me a kitten meant we were human married?”

“It goes as far back as the vikings.”

Kassandra blinks. “Are you talking about the viking tradition where men gifted their wives a kitten as a symbol of love because their goddess of love’s chariot was pulled by giant cats?”

My mouth opens.

I close it.

Swiping my free hand over my mouth, I murmur, “I believe…perhaps…I’ve misunderstood something that I have internalized as the truth for a long time.”

“Yeah.” Kassandra rolls her lips into her mouth, but she can’t stop the laugh from escaping for long. “I think maybe that’s the case.”

“In my defense…” I reference whatever is going on in someone’s dream to the left of us.

Kassandra plants her golden fingers over her lips. “That is an excellent defense.”

“I also asked Willow for clarification when something I couldn’t quite decode felt off.” Sighing, I close my eyes, then—in unison—we say, “Willow.” I, however, add a curse.

Kassandra snorts, barely keeping herself together as she caves against my body and rumbles with joy. “I’m so glad she’s my friend. I hope she likes me. I want her to like me. Do you think she likes me?”

With a sigh, I hold her. “She does not tolerate anyone she doesn’t like.”

“That’s reassuring.” Kassandra’s cheek rests over my heart. “So. We’re not married. And when you questioned Willow about the situation you believed to be true because you spend too much time in absolute chaos, she lied. Since you’re a precious dreamboy, you had no natural defenses against lying, and, therefore, believed her.”

“I am torn between an urge to retaliate and a desire to congratulate her on her most effective mischief. For a little human-seelie creature, she acts with the mischief of my kind. I appreciate that immensely.” No doubt, she would suggest arson in response to emotions, just like Castor. In no small way, that makes her priceless to me.

“It’s no wonder you two get along so well.”

I mutter, “She’s a precious friend. And… Kassandra, we are not married in any shape or form. Are you still comfortable living in the same house with me?”

“Listen.” She pulls back just enough to peer up into my eyes. “The more valid question is: am I willing to leave behind the color-coordinated yarn display you put together? Every single skein has its rainbow place outside of a plastic bag stuffed in my closet. It is beautiful, and I like having room to pace on soft carpet amidst all the pretty skies you painted. Counting the secret bees grounds me. On top of the fact I don’t know if I can physically sit still anymore, I think I should stay near you until we’re sure I’m not at risk of misfiring magic. We’re not doing married people things, so it’s all right, isn’t it?”

I have a biased response to that question. I don’t much care about human sensibilities or morals where this is concerned. I have zero qualms about living in the same house with my soulmate. For me, it will only ever be Kassandra. Whether we say our vows now, or tomorrow, or never.

For me, there will not be anyone else to occupy the place in my heart that belongs to a lover.

For me, from the moment we met, she has been my wife.

Tracing the shape of her cheek, I hold her close and say, “You are always welcome wherever I am. Fae words hold power, so the fae tend to marry one another in the privacy of their oaths. We can swear commitment to one another whenever it suits you. We may even get married on human terms, if that is something you would like. What would that look like?”

Heat draws out the warmth in her skin as the gold in her eyes shimmers. “Usually, it’s a big wedding ceremony, and you have to file government paperwork. For tax purposes.”

“That sounds awful.”

“Yeah, humans are really, really strange. Not get married with a kitten exchange strange, but…”

I puff a breath out my nose. “Am I ever going to hear the end of my error?”

“Does it offend you?”

“It mildly embarrasses me that I trusted Willow, of all people, and did not think to double check online.”

She smiles. “You’re adorable.”

Heat crawls up my neck, and I pull my attention off my wife—whether she actually is my wife or not. Because, yes, she is. “You may be the only person who has ever thought so.”

“Well, apparently I hold a power that could change that, so you might want to give me a good reason not to. In five…four…three—”

I drop my forehead against hers. “You’re the only person I want to think so.” My attention slips from her eyes to her lips. “Kassandra.”

She whispers, “Yes?”

“Before I teach you how it feels to remake the world around you outside of your own mind, may I claim you?”

“You want to kiss me?”

“That is not the question I asked, but, essentially, yes.”

Lifting her hand, she cups my face in her palm. I go drunk on the touch as she asks, “What exactly will claiming me do?”

“At this point?” I hold her wrist and press the sensation of her deeper into my skin. “You no longer need it to open your eyes to Faerie. At this point, it means we accept the bond between us.”

“If we didn’t accept the bond, would it eventually die?”

Those words settle like lead in my chest. Eventually, rejection can erode just about anything. However… I whisper, “Not for me.”

Without warning, her lips touch mine, and my heart jolts as the soft sensation of them unravel my thoughts and turn me into a puddle of vaguely person-shaped matter. She deepens the kiss, parts my lips with her tongue, and reinvents my entire worldview.

When she draws back, I am speechless. I struggle to gather a single logical thought. I want to do…whatever that was again. Just as soon as my heart stops hammering in my ears.

“Whatever happens,” she says, “I want it to happen with you. Whoever I become as I figure all of this out, I want it to be your problem, too.”

“That’s…” Heaven help me. I have forgotten how to breathe. “That’s a very interesting way of putting that.”

“I’m saying I love you, dreamboy. For better or worse. For richer or poorer. In sickness and in health. Til death do us part.” Kassandra shines—encompassing gold and dreams and horrors beyond my feeble sensibilities; I have never witnessed anything like…her. Smiling, she says, “That’s what humans say when they get married.”

Ah.

If I’m honest, that makes so much more sense than a kitten.


Epilogue

~~~~~~~~~~~~

The nightmare…begins again.

A week and a half later

“Why does Kass need both of us for this?” Alexios asks as we head toward the school.

I grunt. “Because after practicing for a week in the dream plane, she’s been experimenting with using her powers at the school and wants us to see what she’s done before she surprises Meda and the rest of the class with her first lesson on the power of belief in a world that doesn’t value childish whimsy. Part of being in a family is supporting one another when they expand their career to encapsulate what they have become as they’ve grown.”

“I still don’t know how I ended up as her adopted son.”

“That’s how marriage works.”

“You two haven’t actually gotten married yet.” Alexios straightens his glove, glares at it, straightens it again, then sighs as he stretches his fingers. “Speaking of things related to marriage, I keep waking up to Chai jumping on my face.”

“Chai likes you.”

“I am going to burn the bed you provided me with and go back to sleeping in the rafters if something doesn’t change.” His eyes narrow on Pollux. “And before you suggest the most obvious solution, you know I’m against sleeping with my door closed.”

“Kassandra can’t have him in her room ever since the great yarn massacre of approximately one week ago.”

“Your room.”

“No.”

“Meda’s.”

I smirk. “Just accept that you’re the chosen one, Xios.”

“I will be doing no such thing.” Alexios undoes his braid and redoes it tighter as we approach the school building. Unless I’m mistaken, he’s fidgeting slightly more than usual. Then again…he is often a bit twitchy.

Rolling his shoulders, Alexios murmurs, “Does something in the air around here smell…off to you?”

Kassandra’s quiet school parking lot is as quiet as its ever been, but I search nearby for the sensation of anything amiss. Only the intoxicating taste of Kassandra’s magic pricks my senses, so I answer, “No,” and let myself in.

Immediately, colors bombard me. Giant flowers dance in a meadow as rivers flow from a waterfall beside the front door. Sky stretches, eliminating all memory that I’ve just entered a building. For all I know, I’ve just passed through a trod into Faerie.

Except, I haven’t.

In Faerie, the magic runs like water and air. Tasteless and pure. Unclaimed.

Here, everything is my wife.

Beaming, Kassandra leaves her office, which I hardly recognize now that it’s nestled into the base of a massive tree. “Hi, dreamboy.”

“Hi…” Words fail me. But that’s normal whenever I’m around Kassandra. She’s just…so…yeah.

Every time I begin to guide her through using her abilities in the dream plane, she overtakes my efforts and steals my breath. She’s a natural. And I’m in love.

I’m so deeply and incomprehensibly in love.

“So,” she begins, taking my hand, “as you can see, I’ve started by making the main room into a meadow as vast as childhood imagination to encourage going the distance.” She leads me into a mushroom tavern, otherwise known as the school’s new kitchen. “Here, my littles can have their meals in the earthy warmth of what I’m calling medievalcore. Next—” She presents a barn filled with hay and lofts and a massive chalkboard. “The classroom. Self-explanatory.” At last, she stops Alexios and me in the library, releases my hand, and pinches her chin. “I might have overdone this one. Just a bit.”

I crane my neck back to see the dozens of shelves stretching high above us toward a marble ceiling. Pillars hold the hefty roof up, and granite statues in togas line the halls.

It’s beautiful.

A flawless depiction of her skills. A perfect way to incorporate her magic into her life and provide a fuller experience for children who can still believe in things as wild as fantasy.

“The bathrooms are still just the bathrooms because they’re the bathrooms, you know?” she says.

“May I go to school here?” Alexios asks. “I want to be educated from the barn loft beneath a weighted blanket of hay. I believe it would optimize my learning abilities.”

“That’s the goal!” Kassandra clasps her hands and sparkles in my general direction. “What do you think? I’ve thought a lot about how I can use the things I’ve been given to make something brighter for people without burning myself out. I may not be able to solve world hunger, or fix anyone’s souls, but I can add a little magic to someone’s childhood. If I can open these doors wide enough to fit anyone who enters, maybe it will be enough to show them they are enough. If that message reaches them during these years while they’re becoming whoever they are, maybe they’ll carry it for the rest of their lives.”

Gathering my senses, I release a breath and cup Kassandra’s chin in my hand. “This is all incredible, and I believe your efforts will reach your littles. How are you protecting all of this against those who would be less keen to embrace it?”

Kassandra’s smile brims with mischief. “It’s age-restricted. To adults, the entire thing is glamoured to look like a normal school house.”

I utter a swear. “That’s brilliant. And it’s stable? Castor can’t siphon any magic from here?”

Her little nose sticks in the air. “Anything that leaves the building loses all power, turning into plain old regular non-premium sand.”

“Remarkable,” I whisper.

Gold-flecked eyes glittering, Kassandra says, “Why, thank you. Life is a lot easier to live when you aren’t encumbered by someone else’s rules.”

A shudder rocks through me as the caress of Kassandra’s soul toys with my nerve endings. Taunting.

Without a touch of decorum, Alexios sighs, deeply. “Please stop flirting in my presence. Also, I didn’t notice it like this when I was just dropping off Meda’s lunch at the school sign, but what in the—” He curses. “—is that incredible scent?”

Reluctantly, I let Kassandra slip away, and she begins counting on her fingers. “I have it smelling like old books in here. I haven’t decided what collection of flowers I want the meadow to have yet. Obviously, the classroom has warm hay and pine scents. I opted for a cinnamon, nutmeg, ginger in the mushroom tavern. Just to spice things up.” She drops her hand. “What are you smelling?”

Deadpan, Alexios says, “Sin.”

Kassandra and I exchange a look, just like our parents tend to. Clearing her throat, Kassandra says, “I…don’t think I’ve intentionally added, um, that aroma. Could you elaborate?”

Alexios folds his arms. “Danger.”

“Danger?” I mutter.

“Temptation. Seduction. An incomprehensible amount of vanilla and a reprehensible amount of violence. It is the scent of a very, very interesting soul.” His eyes narrow and flick to Kassandra. “Don’t worry. It is of age.”

“I’m not certain that absolves all of my concerns?”

Alexios’s eyes roll. “If you’re boring, say that.”

“Xios,” I growl.

“Kass!” Zahra calls from the main entrance, and Alexios’s spine goes rod-straight as the woman sashays into the library and beams at me. “Awesome. You’re here.” Holding out her hand, she says, “Give me your phone. I’ve been dying to see what this place looks like after the agony of being the designated human adult making sure Kass’s stipulations and what not were working as intended. I’m still offended that someone didn’t make an exception for part faes.”

“We have no idea who is or isn’t part fae, Zahr.”

“Uh-huh. Your logic has no power here, for I am incompetent.” She sniffs and wiggles her fingers. “Pollux, phone.”

I do not actually have my phone on me at the moment.

Before I have to relay that information, however, Alexios begins circling Zahra like a vulture. “Who is this exquisite creature?”

Zahra’s brows jump. “Oh. Well, dang. Hi. That’s a new voice. Who else is here?”

“Xios, drop your glamour, and behave yourself,” I grumble.

“What? Why should I do either of those things?”

“Because it’s polite,” Zahra provides.

“How come you can hear me while I’m glamoured, angel?” Alexios asks.

Mouthing angel, Zahra locks eyes with Kassandra, then pushes the long half of her hair over her ear. “Um. Because I’m a special snowflake, sweetheart. Is this a happy accident, or are you intentionally flirting with me?”

Alexios chuckles. “And what if I am?”

“Gratitude, but no gratitude. My heart is already taken by deep-fried foods and video games.”

“What fun competition.”

“Xios…” I look between what is not-exactly my son and Zahra. “What are you plotting?”

“Nothing.” Alexios relaxes, adjusts his gloves, and takes in Zahra’s every inch—savoring them in a way that raises many, many red flags… Coy, he says, “Or at least nothing yet.”


Betrayal

~~~~~~~~~~~~

Dun, dun, dun.

Four months later

“Xios, stop moping and get me that bottle already,” I mutter, rocking the ent child in my arms. It has been a singular week since the sprout I had Alexios steal from the dryads gave way to fruit, but already I’m a month behind on sleep. Have children always been quite this difficult to maintain?

After all the work I put into stealing Kassandra’s tears off her pillow without leaving a noticeable presence and then coordinating the robbery of this child’s sapling, I’m on the verge of casting it all into the void for a chance at a full night’s rest…

Like foreground music, the infant wails and wails.

“My ears are sensitive, you royal brat,” I huff before kissing the tiny being’s stupid little forehead. “Xios.”

With a deep sigh, Alexios finishes warming the formula, twists on the bottle nib, and delivers it to me. He drawls, “Watch your tone. There are more amusing places I could be. Yet I’m here. Helping you babysit. You’re just lucky this dryad harvest brought forth twins.”

Luck had nothing to do with it, but Alexios doesn’t need to be privy to all my machinations.

He continues, dolefully, “Were it not unheard of that more than one child be born in a given birthing season, Pila would tear this place apart.”

Pila.

The dryad who met my gaze…and lived. The one unaffected by dream eaters. My greatest hope.

And greatest threat.

If, of course, she finds out.

And how would she find out if she is also this sleep deprived?

After Pollux and Pila left with Kassandra and Andromeda, I closed my borders and erected a barrier strong enough to keep even Pollux and Cael out of my business. Despite Pila’s impressive character, her magical abilities are befitting of her age.

There’s no reason to assume she can show up, shove a cactus through my front door, and ruin everything…

Essentially, I’ve imprisoned myself in my palace with a shrieking newborn. And no hope of rescue.

And my old friends thought there was something wrong with me before attaining this knowledge.

Adorable, truly.

“Hush, nameless infant,” I mutter as I offer the cretin his bottle. “Feed.”

“Castor. You just… How do I put this delicately?” The air shifts as Alexios opens his arms for the swaddled brat. “I’d scream at you, too.”

My lips tip in a frown as I relinquish the child and his bottle. “That was not very delicate.”

“One day you’ll come to understand my comedic timing.” Alexios hushes the tiny monster after mere moments, and I do my absolute best not to be wholeheartedly offended.

Pursing my lips, I ask, “Is he cute today?”

“Sorry,” Alexios says. “He still looks like a potato.”

I scowl.

“Maybe he’ll be cute tomorrow?”

“Doubtful.” I drop into my favorite window seat, cross my arms, and wait a few blissfully silent moments before murmuring, “So…”

Alexios gasps. “Is that an attempt at empathy I hear?”

“Don’t mock me.”

“But it’s so much fun.” Alexios chuckles. “Go on. You’re doing well.”

Well, to be honest, now I don’t want to. Alas, I care about the emo nightmare seated in my nursery. Therefore, begrudgingly, I mutter, “Why are you moping today?”

“So,” Alexios begins in a tone that is the equivalent of a sunny day.

I’ve been played.

Friendship is a scam.

In a conversational manner that prompts me to flip tables, Alexios continues, “You know how Pollux and Kass forbade me from pursuing Zahra’s pretty soul, under penalty of no longer being my friends and kicking me out of my home?”

I recall the soliloquy. I was an unfortunate bystander while Alexios paced my palace halls and lamented the matter. “Mayhaps.”

“Well, I’ve behaved myself. I haven’t even stalked her.”

“Is stalking a woman you’re interested in not appropriate behavior?”

Alexios’s tone levels. “Castor, that is a very funny joke, but please mind the impressionable child who is present.”

My lips turn up in a smirk as I rest my head back against the wall and tip my face toward the window.

Again, Alexios continues without a care in the world, “This past week has enlightened me to a delightful game I could play. If…I can get your permission…and a promise that you won’t be cross with me throughout the rest of this conversation.”

“I’m too tired to entertain being cross, Xios.”

“See, you say that now, but I have reason to believe the information I have to share will make you very upset.”

“How intriguing. Do infuriate me, then, and rest easy in the knowledge I bear inexplicable affection for you.”

“Daw, so sweet,” Alexios purrs, before scratching out my jugular with his very next line, “I believe Zahra is my soulmate.”

The words settle on my ears, then I hear an echo of them, then I clench my fist and bide my time as they sink in. Voice foreign even to myself, I say, “How…old are you, Xios?”

“I have existed just a few months short of a year. Mentally, however—”

“Not even a year of consciousness…” Fury eats away at everything inside me, but it isn’t directed at Alexios, my new and—quite frankly—only friend with a mental capacity larger than a blob fish. No. I’m pissed at the universe itself. Whatever powers birthed me into this punishment deserve every ounce of my simmering rage… This is cruel. For every faerie who has waited the emotional equivalent of an eternity to find their soul’s pair, this is cruel.

“I didn’t realize it at first because I haven’t existed long enough to sort through so many different emotions, and I mistook it for normal attraction, figuring I’d finally hit a puberty or something. Unfortunately, I can’t get her out of my head, Castor. These emotions are more violent than finding a person physically appealing. I want her. I am willing to risk my family’s ire for her sake.”

“As if being here, holding that, does not already risk everything you treasure,” I spit.

Alexios shushes me.

How dare he f—

“Castor, please watch your tone. You’re disturbing our little boy child.”

Oh, or perhaps Alexios was shushing the infant. Never mind.

It is all too clear I’m festering in my own bruised feelings and allowing them to make me volatile. Alexios says to not do that. Other people’s actions often have nothing to do with me, and blah, blah, blah. Alexios didn’t find his soulmate in order to spite me on purpose. No one can make their mate materialize.

I know.

I’ve already tried that, more than once.

Forcing myself to remain calm, I say, “The point is: if you do not value the person you believe to be your soulmate above whatever led you to my side, I have reason to be upset.”

“Well, that’s unfortunate.”

“Why? Your soulmate is the most precious being who will ever grace the face of this world. You should treat her with only the utmost respect and care.”

“That’s really unfortunate…” Alexios clears his throat. “Castor.”

“What?”

“I want to bully her.”

Um. Obviously. I wave a hand. “Yes, that’s normal.”

“I want her all to myself. I want to consume her every thought. I want to torment her. I want to make her laugh until she cries and then I want to kiss the tears from her starlit eyes. I want to command her soul and become her favorite. I want her emotions tied to the tips of my fingers…so I can puppeteer them at will.”

I shift in my seat. “This is getting somewhat less normal, Xios, and I’m beginning to see why Kass and Polly threatened you with abandonment.”

“I want to break her.”

My stomach dips as I rest my chin in my hand. “That tends to end poorly, my friend.”

“I don’t want to hurt her. Just…make her unable to function without me.”

“Ah, love. Ever a brutish contradiction…” I can’t argue with the twisted mentality. If my soulmate ever shows up, I’ll probably want to posses her, too. Wanting is painful. “You mentioned needing my permission for something in relation to this?”

“Right, yes,” Alexios begins, calming his tirade of desires. “I have learned that Zahra wants to be a mother. May I use the infant to manipulate her?”

What kind of a question even is that?

“Are you suggesting that the cretin will be kept alive where I can both access him and get a night’s full rest?”

“I am suggesting that very thing.”

Well then.

All the tension filters out of my muscles. “Bless you, Xios. Do let me know if I can help with any of your schemes.”

“Oh, gladly.” Alexios taps the nameless infant’s nose, and the babe coos, sputtering against his bottle. “After all…what are friends for?”

Keep reading for bonus content.


But Wait… There’s More.

Adventures in the little town of Mountain Vale continue with Alexios’s story, but if you want to see Pollux and Kassandra’s wedding night from his POV, I hereby invite you to sign up at the link below.

Spoiler Alert: Only. One. BED!! (Don’t worry. There’s still no hanky-panky in this monster romcom, just two cuties being cute.)

Pollux’s brain (sign up here)

(I’d love to meet you. <3)

With Love & Laughs,

Camilla Evergreen


And Even…More?

Read Alexios’s story in Falling in Love with a Tiny Bat!

Alexios knows better. Despite not needing to have been raised, he did find himself in the care of a truly stellar father figure. That is to say: he knows he shouldn’t manipulate his way into his soulmate’s life.

Or use a baby as blackmail.

Or attempt to deceive the pretty woman into giving him everything the morning they meet.

He’s, like, totally aware the way he’s behaving is super wrong. This dangerous game he’s playing probably shouldn’t be tried against someone who plays games professionally.

Alas, if it weren’t a challenge…it would not be much fun.

Reader Expectations

Heat Level: Fade-to-black, innuendos, no cursing, sensual description, mentions of sex

Notable Tropes: Single mother, surprise baby…(I mean, kind of, more like reverse surprise baby?), bad boy/worse girl, forced proximity, unrequited love, gamer girl, age gap, bully/bully, strangers to friends to lovers

Triggers: Magic, fantasy violence, manipulation, toxic behavior, video games, memories of a dark/traumatic past, religious trauma, on-page conversing with the Almighty (potentially calling Him “Sir” and suggesting that we are not strongest soldier, just silliest goose, as though He is not aware)

Style: First person present, third person past, dual POV

Stress Level: High

Ending: HEA

Preorder Now

Keep reading for an unedited preview.


Prologue

~~~~~~~~~~~~

Surprise! You’ve won an all-expense-paid trip to motherhood.

My cami strap slips off my shoulder as I stifle a yawn and open my front door to Sebastian, from Black Butler. It’s a perfectly reasonable hour for company on the second day of spring break; however, one of us may have been up all night streaming a cozy horror game.

And making fun of ASMR.

But that’s beside the point.

The point is: there’s a beautiful man in a tailcoat and gloves at my front door. And I am still in my PJ’s.

“Mornin’,” I mumble past my hand as I subdue another yawn. “The next LARP sesh I’ve got on my calendar isn’t until next Friday. In the evening. Unless I’ve mixed something up.” I laugh. “Which is totally possible. Wade’s gonna be pissed if I’ve forgotten a special recording time or something. Are you new? We don’t really do early, so the rest of the slobs will probably be here in about thirty minutes.” I purse my lips. “Tell you what? Why don’t you come in and we’ll share some cinnamon rolls I hope are still good. I’ll throw on some elf ears, then we tell everyone my new character is a sleep-deprived mistress to the king of Ragonia. She’s plotting his murder. And how to invent coffee.”

He stares.

At my chest.

So I snap my fingers in his face. “Yes, they’re excellent specimens, but eyes off the organs. Unless you’re planning to murder me and sell them on the black market, it’s rude to sexualize someone who just offered you a cinnamon roll.” My arms cross over my breasts. “Or, now that I’m thinking about it, they might actually be danishes… Keep staring, and never find out.”

The man lifts his ash gray eyes to my face. Drawing his gloved hand to his chest, he bows. “Forgive me.” A long black braid slips over his shoulder as he peers up into my eyes. “I wasn’t taking advantage of your scantily-clad appearance. The image on your shirt resulted in a momentary distraction.”

I tug the hem of my cami out so I can see what’s on my shirt. The image of four jet black bunnies with red eyes and long purple robes stares up at me. They are sacrificing a carrot in the woods beneath the light of a grinning full moon.

The man murmurs, “It’s adorable in a disturbing way.”

“That’s my favorite kind of adorable.” I sniff and drop my shirt. “Fine. You get the benefit of the doubt this time. Next time, I pluck out your eyes, capeesh?”

He chuckles. “Zahra, I’m here on official business regarding the Villain Protection Program.”

“Dude, we’re a bit more chill than show up on my porch in-character. I haven’t even brushed my teeth yet.”

“I’m not in-character.”

I scan him from his slender black tie, down his linen shirt, to the silver buttons of his coat. It fits his masculine frame flawlessly, accommodating his broad shoulders and tapering perfectly down to his narrow hips.

I have an entire room of hand-altered costumes and accessories, but I don’t think even I’m this hardcore with my cosplay. In other news, I can’t for the life of me recall a reason Wade and the rest of our LARP team would be showing up at this hour.

We never do mornings.

I’m the only one who so much as sees this hour because, when I’m not on break, I’m a teaching assistant at an elementary school.

“Zahra—”

“If the guys are trying to prank me, April first was two weeks ago.”

He sighs, and his brows dip with a level of condescension I’m simply not sure I’m okay with. To his credit, he wears it well, but I still kind of want to punch him.

He says, “I am here on behalf of an organization founded by Alana.”

My back straightens as his words register. This man isn’t a cosplayer; he’s a faerie. And, for whatever reason, he’s here by order of the faerie princess.

My heart rate picks up as a thousand things go flying through my mind.

Last autumn, at the small private school where I work, we got a new student: Andromeda Strahk, an unseelie faerie known as a dream eater. Through a convoluted course of events—that included kidnapping, adult-size playgrounds, and magical powers—my boss and friend, Kassandra, learned that I was part asteriai, or star nypmh. But asteriai sounds cooler.

Being part faerie, so far, has only meant trouble for me.

But…

Maybe something has changed?

If Princess Alana is sending someone here on official business, maybe I’m about to get my wings?

“My name is Alexios Vox.”

All my grand delusions grind to a marvelous halt. My nose scrunches. “You’re Alexios?”

Gentle baffle softens his regal features. “That was said with a tone.”

“Maybe because when we met four months ago, you were rude.”

“Rude?” He lets his hand fall. “I remember complimenting you. Extensively. When was I rude?”

“You refused to drop your glamour so I could see you. Don’t try and act like you didn’t spend the entire day teasing me because I can hear faeries even when I can’t see them.” That little side effect of being part asteriai got me diagnosed with schizophrenia as a child, proceeded to ruin all my chances of adoption when I learned I couldn’t have kids, nearly destroyed my ability to become a teaching assistant, and basically annihilated my self-perception growing up.

Alexios has the audacity to smile as though our very brief meeting at the end of winter break is a fond memory. “We’re getting off topic.”

Arching a brow, I push my door closed, turn on my heel, and head across my foyer to my kitchen. Whaddya know? Those cinnamon roll danishes were actually strudels.

My front door opens and shuts while I’m plating a strudel to pop in the microwave for a few seconds. When footsteps encroach, I say, “Aren’t there faerie rules about entering someone’s house uninvited?”

Alexios cocks a hip against my kitchen island’s white marble. “No, but if there were, you did invite me.”

I mutter a curse under my breath.

“As I was saying, I am a member of the Villain Protection Program, a secret organization established by Alana. Our mission statement is: seeking to rehabilitate local villains using the magic of friendship, empathy, and love.”

I snort.

He proceeds, “I’m sure you’ve heard about Castor, our local villain in need of many hugs?”

The microwave beeps, and I pull my strudel out as half a smile hooks my lips. “Yeah, I’ve heard of Castor. Big bad unseelie prince who’s got beef with Alana’s husband, Cael. Kidnapper extraordinaire. Given how he’s been forgiven for multiple kidnapping offenses, I’m convinced he has excellent cheekbones.”

“He does.”

“I knew it.” I lift my chin toward the half-decimated package of strudels on the counter. “Want me to make you one? They’re going to go bad soon.”

His gaze lingers on the box for a judgmental moment. “No. Appreciated.” Adjusting his cuff links, he takes a slight step back. “For several months now, I’ve been monitoring Castor as his aide.” His gaze locks on mine. “Please understand this information is sensitive and cannot be shared with anyone under penalty of retaliation.”

That sounds like a threat. “Does your father know about this?”

“Pollux is not my father.”

I smile as I take a bite. “I never said Pollux, so he is at least the person you think of when I say father.”

“You are a very distracting individual.”

“You won’t trick me into thanking you. I know that thanking the fae gives them access to your soul.”

His head tilts. “I hadn’t intended that comment as a compliment.”

“And, yet, I totally took it as one.”

He smiles. “To return to pressing matters, do you recall the dryad planting that occurred last fall?”

“Yup. Your little sister mentioned it at school.”

He loses his pretty smile. “Meda is not my little sister.”

I point my strudel at him. “Again, I didn’t name her.”

Tugging on his sleeve, he glares. “She’s my older sister.”

Ah, yes. Funny thing, fae ages. Even though Andromeda looks like she’s eight, she’s only existed for three years, and according to information she’s given me about her big brother Alexios, this twenty-something-looking fantasy of a man is less than a year old.

Maybe I should offer him baby food.

I know how to make it from scratch…because…yeah.

Let’s just say I was very invested in my adoption journey, but it always came down to that one little, outdated diagnosis. I get it. Really. I do. It’s about the child, not the adult who wants a child. Just because I know I’d be a great mother doesn’t mean it looks like I would on paper.

Alexios places a hand at his mouth and murmurs, “You distracted me again. Where was I?”

“Dryad planting.”

“Yes, right. Every so often, the dryads plant young saplings with the hope that one might sprout into a new sister.”

“And this past planting, Pila—the youngest dryad—sprouted a baby girl. I know. She let me hold Terra even though they’re both too young to drop their glamours and all I can remember from the experience is the aftermath.” I was crying. In the aftermath, I was crying. I shove another bite of strudel in my mouth. “I’m offended that my ability to hear the glamoured fae doesn’t help my brain compute physical interactions with them.”

Alexios stares at me, hand now clamped to his mouth.

I stare back as I finish my extremely nutritious breakfast. “What?”

“You stole part of my script.”

“Your…script? Did you memorize what you’re telling me?”

His head dips in a nod. “I’ve been practicing in the mirror for a few days.”

Given that the fae can’t lie, this tidbit is delightful.

Alexios regains his footing, opens his mouth, and gets interrupted. By me. “So, is it difficult for you to talk to people or something?”

His brain lags and reboots. Finally, he says, “Cheeky. You’re doing it intentionally now.”

“Cheeky?” Leaning against the counter, I plant my chin in my hands. “Who? Me?”

His gaze drops off my face then pulls away.

“Still checking out the bunny ritual, sweetheart?”

“Not that time. Which is why I have corrected the direction of my eyes.”

I chuckle, darkly. “Go on. What were you saying before?”

His lips move, silently, as his attention scans my kitchen table, the two YouTube Play buttons I have displayed on the wall near it, the porch swing visible outside the front window. “When Castor kidnapped Meda and Kass, it was as a distraction. So I could take a sapling from the dryads.”

I straighten up off the counter. “You did what?”

“I assumed he was operating on a chance it would bring forth fruit.”

Fruit? Does he not mean a baby?

“I know better now that Castor does not act on potentials where plans of this nature are concerned. Whatever he did with the sapling—”

“Castor has a baby.”

Alexios closes his mouth, finds my expression, and—very delicately—says, “Yes. It is not a dryad. While dryads can only be female and seelie, it is their opposite. An unseelie male. An ent.”

“Is Castor taking care of him? Please tell me he has more going for him than cheekbones.” My skin prickles. “That’s a joke, but I’m not joking.” My voice cracks. “Okay?”

Alexios crosses the kitchen to me, lifts his hand, then shies away when I flinch back. Closing his fingers, he says, “Don’t worry, snowflake.”

A nerve pinches. “What did you just call me?”

“You told me you were a special snowflake. I thought it suited you.”

I glare up at him, searching his stormy eyes. “I’ll allow it. No more interruptions. Finish your script.”

“Alana and I would like to recruit you as a member of the Villain Protection Program. You are capable of lies and fluent in them. You are adept at socializing, and no doubt your ability to hear past glamour will prove useful. Your first task would be to join me at Castor’s side and relieve him of the need to care for the ent infant. It’s a dangerous and taxing offer; however, this arrangement would include me. What are your thoughts?”

My brow furrows. “What do you mean this arrangement would include you?”

“You have several careers and numerous responsibilities. I would act as the secondary caretaker, here to assist with household tasks and managing the child. Taking care of an infant is difficult for just one person. Castor has other devious little plots he has been attempting to handle on top of the small one, and it’s making him cranky. In his kingdom, I am the only one who is not at risk of possibly consuming the child, so…I would stay with you and help.”

My heart jolts up my throat and gets stuck. “So what you’re saying is we’d foster a baby, here?”

“Yes, ultimately.”

It suddenly gets harder to breathe. “Does he have a name?”

“You may name him.”

The heart in my throat tightens and twists. “What did Castor need a baby for in the first place?”

“Collateral.”

Holding a baby as collateral against a kingdom.

I think I hate Castor.

Screw his cheekbones.

“I don’t want to foster a baby for the kidnap-happy evil prince,” I say.

Alexios’s brows rise.

“If I agree to this, I’m not giving him back.”

“Ideally, that is the goal.”

Trying to maintain my emotions, I grip my arms tight over my chest. The fae can’t be trusted. I know that. Even the ones born in brightness—known as seelie fae—can have ulterior motives. And Alexios, according to Andromeda, is an unseelie called a yamachichi. His kind is known for thievery. Of emotions, souls, babies. I need to tread carefully. “I want to talk to Alana about this before I agree to anything.”

“Gladly. I will arrange a time for you two to meet and go over details.”

“Also, this ent is a baby. Pila’s thirty-something and not strong enough to drop her glamour in front of me. Is this infant different somehow? How would I take care of a baby I can’t see?”

Alexios smiles, teeth pearly white and threatening. “You are aware of my age and that I am capable of dropping my glamour, yes?”

“The proof doth stand before me.”

“I can grant you the ability to see past fae glamour and enter Faerie without going mad on that realm’s magic.”

My eyes narrow. “At what cost?”

“Everything.”

“Everything? Alana told you to come here with this offer and take everything?”

“Let’s just say I have my own interests in these schemes, and she is not at liberty to set the price for my assistance. You will need the ability I can provide. I want everything in return. So the real question left is: how badly do you want a baby?”


Chapter 1

~~~~~~~~~~~~

Pretty effin’ badly.

The next day

When Alexios left my house yesterday, I was expecting to anxiously pray that Castor didn’t hurt the little ent baby during the several weeks it would take Alana to get in touch with me.

After all, despite the fact we met once at a movie night hosted by one of Kass’s new friends and once when she helped Kass out with our school’s Christmas party last year, she is a princess. And a princess is a leader in a government.

And governments are responsible for the DMV wait times.

Clearly, the fae government in Prince Cael and Princess Alana’s kingdom has got something together, because here we are, at Ichiban Ramen for dinner, just over thirty hours later.

“How famous are you?” Alana asks after our waiter, Jaxson, leaves with our drink orders.

Well, that’s an odd opening after our initial hello’s out front. “What do you mean?”

She twirls a finger in the air. “The entire restaurant knows you. Three other customers greeted you before we sat down. I know we talked a bit at the Christmas party about anime, so maybe you just come here a lot?” Her deep hazel eyes sparkle. “Are you all the regulars?” She scans the vaguely oriental reds and golds, cheap lucky cats, plastic bamboo planters, and paper lanterns. “I have to say, I’ve spent so much time in Faerie since I moved out here, I didn’t even realize there was a noodle place nearby. I thought we had to go a town over to the sushi train.”

“Are you talking about Kitsune Sushi Bar?”

She lights up. “Yeah! All the girls headed out that way about a month ago. I think Kass almost invited you, but then she remembered it was a streaming night?”

I hum. “That sounds about right. Right now, I usually stream three nights a week. Monday, Wednesday, and Saturday.”

Alana’s eyes lift toward the small light dangling over the table. “Is…today Monday? Do you need to be back by a certain time?”

“Today is Monday, but no. I canceled tonight’s stream.” My phone has been blowing up since this morning when I found out Alana could see me tonight. People have been asking if everything is okay, sending love, and having mild panic attacks in the comment section of my posts. I’ll deal with them later. Threading my fingers together on the table, I smile. “Sorry if I’m about to bypass formalities. I will want to know everything that’s going on in your world—including which animes this season you’re finding time for—but the issue at hand is a taking up a lot of RAM in my brain.”

Alana mirrors my position at the table. “Right. Yes. You had concerns about the offer Xios presented yesterday.”

“I do. Could you start by telling me what you know? No offense to Alexios, but I’ve heard stories from Meda.”

“Yeah, he’s a twerp.”

I snort. “That has been the verdict, yes.”

Alana’s smile tames until it feels like I really am sitting across from a princess. Thoroughly stern, she meets my gaze squarely. “Castor has somehow managed to manipulate a dryad sapling into becoming an ent child. Dryad saplings aren’t normal trees. They are germinated in Faerie for decades until they are saturated thoroughly with magic, then they are brought here and planted. Their sisters nurture them, and very rarely one brings forth fruit. That two have resulted in fruit is unheard of.”

“Is there any reason we’re calling a baby a fruit?” I ask.

Alana blinks and tilts her head before laughing. “Oh, right. That is a little weird in human context. Sorry. It’s literal. If you know anything about nymph myths according to humans, the dryads are spirits of trees, and if their tree is killed, they die. That’s not actually true. Every sapling that didn’t become a baby will grow into a tree. The ones that bring forth an actual fruit pour all their energy into it and die once the fruit falls.” She shapes her hands together. “It’s a mango-looking thing, about this big. The little dryad babies kick through the skin when they get hungry, then the eldest of the copse dictates who takes care of them until they are old enough to move into their own tree.”

“Do dryads not have belly buttons?”

Alana splays her fingers. “I asked the same thing when Cael told me about it. Apparently their little bellies are connected to the stem of the plant, so they do? But, wow—” She flicks a finger between us. “—same wavelength.”

My heart squeezes as I picture a tiny baby growing inside a mango. “So, Castor managed to nurture a sapling into a little ent boy…but since it’s barely possible for one to become a dryad, we know definite tampering was involved?”

“Yes.”

“Do you think he’s okay?”

Alana draws her hands back and plants them under the table. “He’s unseelie. That means something in his origin is innately dark.” Her eyes close. “That doesn’t mean he can’t live a happy life.”

“Why am I being brought into this reverse Rumpelstiltskin, Mother Gothel situation? I’m told Castor doesn’t have time for the infant, but what does everyone else seek to gain? Alexios told me Castor needed the baby as collateral; however, I’m not stupid enough to think he’s telling me the full truth.”

Alana’s eyes reopen, emotionless pools, looking through me.

Gathering my strength, I continue—voice rocking with a mixture of subdued rage and brokenness, “It’s one baby. No good prince would bend the knee and risk the rest of his kingdom to spare a single, unknown infant who, from what I’m hearing, wasn’t even meant to be born.”

“Castor hasn’t made any threats public, and Xios and I haven’t included Cael on the details of what’s happened. He doesn’t know there’s an ent baby yet. When the sapling was stolen, the only way we consoled Pila was by reminding her how delicate it is for a dryad to be born. Uprooting the plant itself meant it lost most of its chances. We would not offend Castor just to retrieve a hopeless plant. Our choices were to let it go—or start a war.” Alana combs her fingers through her short dark hair. “You aren’t wrong that Cael wouldn’t risk so much damage to spare one creature from anything. Castor has to know that, too. So, either Xios isn’t telling either of us everything he knows, or he doesn’t know yet what Castor is actually planning.”

“Is Xios on our side?”

“He is under oath to Cael, which means failure to abide by our laws can result in any punishment Cael deems fit. I trust Xios. I don’t know how much you know about how faeries are born…but Xios is mine.”

“What do you mean he’s yours?”

“Xios came from the darkest places in me. He is a culmination of the thoughts and feelings that could have killed me. His existence is how I survived my bleakest moments before I had anything akin to substantial help.”

My brow arches. “So, he’s like your depression baby?”

Dryly, Alana chuckles. “Yep, my brain likes to refer to him as my itty bitty emo infant.”

I don’t have the energy to respond to that with a smile. “Do you know if this emotional attachment you have to him is reciprocated?”

“I know that he cares. I know that his soul’s song is a suffering, lucid tune—thread through with a melody of gentleness. I know that Cael has never felt malice in him. I know that our people respond well to him. The fae, each in their own way, are good at recognizing patterns in a person’s character. If anything were off, Cael or I would hear about it directly. Our people, our eclipse, does not hesitate to express itself to its leaders.”

It’s a beautiful picture. But I’ve spent my entire life hearing the voices of faeries who did not mean half so well. “Do you know what your depression baby asked for in order to make it so I could see past glamours and enter Faerie without going insane?”

Alana’s dour mood brightens. Scooting to the edge of her seat, she plants her hands back on the table. “Do tell.”

“Everything.”

She waits a moment, searches between my eyes, says, “Is that…the end of the story?”

“Yup. He said he wanted everything from me in exchange for making this possible. I’m also not sure how I feel about the fact he knows he can manipulate me by using a baby. I understand he lives with Kass, Pollux, and Meda, and I know she knows how badly I’ve wanted to adopt, but I also know she doesn’t blabber on about that stuff. I can recognize a power imbalance when I see it. And it kills me to not jump on this if there is any way I can make sure this baby isn’t being abused…but it won’t do that child any good if I put us both in a position where I can’t help.”

Alana’s gaze skids off me, dumbfounded and vacant.

“Zahra!” Jaxson appears at our table with our drinks, tosses his long ponytail back, and frees a breath. “Girl, I’m so sorry these are so late. There’s just—” His eyes roll as he places a perfectly manicured hand on the table and gives me a look. “I know I don’t have to get into it. Lord help me. My coworker about to—” He swears. “—around and find out. You get me?”

I lean back. “Dude, don’t even worry about it. Just ask yourself if they’re jealous of your nails before you let them get all up in your peace. Are those peaches?”

He gasps and sets his hand to his chest. “Yes. You noticed.” He clicks his tongue. “But of course you did. My Zahra never fails me.”

I grin. “Who did them, slash where am I going to get mine done while I’m on spring break?”

“Honey. You flatter me.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“Okay, well. How much do you charge, and do you want me to meet you somewhere or would you prefer to stop by my place?”

He throws his head back and laughs. “Girl, you are a delight. This is exactly what I needed. Just you wait and see if I can’t get these late drinks on the house.”

“Bro. You do that, and it’s going in your tip.”

He scoffs. “As if I needed more incentive.” Glancing between Alana and me, he beams. “So are we ready to order? I’d be surprised if you weren’t, what with how long it took my lazy—” He swears. “—to get back over here.”

Alana presses her lips together, glances at the menus we haven’t touched, and opens her mouth.

No words come out, so I say, “I think you’re gonna have to be surprised, but you know what? Start us off with your favorite appetizer, and we’ll try to figure out what we want by the time you get back.”

He winks. “You got it.”

Once Jaxson leaves, I turn my attention back to Alana.

She has clasped her hands together against her lips, and she’s staring at me like I’m an alien.

“What?”

“You people so well. How people so well? Are magic?” Her eyes narrow. “Well, yes. Yes, are magic. But still. Fascinating.” Shaking her head, she plants her palms flat on the table, leans over her menu, and says, “Zahra, are you telling me my tiny baby emo not-son didn’t tell you the very important, very substantial, very wonderful, and very vital detail he told me?”

“I’m going to assume that he did not…?” I match her energy and lean forward. “What’s going on?”

“I don’t know if telling you would break his trust.”

“Shatter it.”

“I can’t be blamed if I don’t tell you, but you figure it out, right?”

“Absolutely flawless logic, Your Majesty. Clue a sister in.”

Alana takes a deep breath, nods, and says, “Zahra. You know a decent amount about the fae by now, right? Meda’s informed you pretty well about stuff and things?”

“I hope so. The mango baby stuff and things was new.”

“Trust me, I face new stuff and things daily, but there is some stuff that’s fairly standard.” She lifts a hand and tilts it back and forth. “You know. The stuff that would need to be presented clearly in every installment of a book series, just as an example. The foundational stuff. And things. You think you’re pretty familiar with that?”

Well, I know about the not thanking thing, and the can’t lie thing, and I have a decent handle on the relationships of Kass’s friends, including knowledge that a faerie realm rests just outside human perception and Cael and Alana’s domain encapsulates Mountain Vale, Virginia. “I think so.”

“Excellent. Kiss him. Kiss Xios. That will take care of everything.”

My brain thumbs through my faerie knowledge—and winds up in the intimate section.

With soulmates—like Kass and Pollux.

And how one claims a soulmate with a kiss.

And how claimed soulmates—even when they’re part human—are able to see past glamours and enter Faerie, without going mad from all the magic in the air.

Blood rushes from my face as I slowly put one and one together.

Alana’s eyes jet off me, out toward the restaurant, before she whispers a veggie swear and snatches up her menu.

While she buries her nose in the laminated pages, dread settles in the pit of my stomach. I shove it deeper down before it becomes the horrible whispers that all too often fall out of my ears.

Right as Jaxson makes it to our table with our appetizer, everything clicks.

Alexios…is my soulmate.

Preorder Now.
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