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A Note from the Author:
 
The views and opinions expressed by characters in this novel do not reflect my official stance/position nor are they to be taken as social, political, or religious propaganda.
 
The alterations made to religious mythology in this series are not meant to be taken as literal gospel or slander.  I have a deep respect and interest in all faiths, spiritual paths, and lack there-of.  I draw on many of them in my various works of fiction – and that’s what readers should please keep in mind: that this is fiction.  It’s meant to be artistic entertainment, nothing more.
 
In this novel, I sought to push myself as an author by portraying a character that was an unlikely combination of faith and fantasy.  I hope that readers find Jeanette and her challenges to be unique and true to life – we are not, after all, completely black and white nor can we ignore certain issues that teens face, no matter how much we want to.  You may not agree with how Jeanette utilizes her faith to handle her issues (and I don’t expect you to), but I hope you can agree that there is a girl out there somewhere who will read Jeanette and think to herself, “That’s me.”  And perhaps Jeanette will help her in some way.
 



To Tiger Lily who, on a warm summer’s evening, gathered the girls in the camp, sat us fireside, and told us the Ballad of Tam Lin.
 
To Jane Yolen, who wrote the book that Tiger Lily held.
 
To Tricky Pixie, whose musical gift stirred the memory of Tam Lin and inspired me to “bring the sexy back” into this story.
 
Thank you for your gift of words, of song, and of inspiration.
 



Seven years ago
 
Jeanette
 
     I crouch next to Timmy and grab the end of his shirt.  As we both stare into the dark vastness of Carver Hall Park, I can almost feel the trees reaching out toward us.  Pressing my face into his shoulder, I whimper, “I don’t want to go in there.”
     He glances down at me.  There’s both a challenge and concern in his pale blue eyes.  “Don’t be a chicken,” he whispers.  His breath leaves a trail of steam in the cold night air.
     Ashamed of my own fear, I straighten and puff out my chest.  “I’m not a chicken.”  Even so, I turn my eyes back to the ghostly looming woods, searching for some shred of reassurance among the barren branches.  It’s too dark.  “I’m just not stupid…What if we get lost?”
     He reaches back and takes my hand.  I feel the warmth of his skin through both his gloves and my own mittens.  “Then we’ll be lost together.”
As I squeeze his fingers I grasp his upper arm with my free hand.  It’s as if holding on to him lends me some of his courage and steadfastness.  “Okay,” I breathe.  “Just don’t let go, okay?”
     Timmy smiles, cool and confident.  “Never.”
    We stand and he leads me into the forest.
 



Chapter 1
 
Jeanette
 
     If I close my eyes, I see his face.  I recall him so clearly, sometimes I expect he'll be standing in front of me when I open them again.  But it’s been seven years, and I realized long ago that I'll never see Timmy's real face again.  In a sadistic way, I count myself lucky that his face haunts the inside of my eyelids– it's the only way I can ever see him.
     Celeste leans over my desk in the back of Mr. Bunter’s classroom and pokes me with her pencil eraser. “Dreaming, again?” 
     I open my eyes and reality crashes around me.  Still in my fish bowl, still in my Calculus II class at Mary Magda Academy, still surrounded by my classmates in green plaid and sweaters, with my friend staring at me.  What was she saying?
     Celeste’s big brown eyes are expectant, her high-gloss mouth pouts with impatience.  When I don’t respond, French manicured fingernails wave in front of my face.  “Hel-lo!  Earth to Jeanette!  Did you hear anything I said?”
     I push my glasses up the bridge of my nose and stare at Best Friend #3, who is currently on probation.  “Nope,” I say, trying to sound matter-of-fact – like I did it on purpose.  That’s the kind of relationship Celeste and I now share.  “I’m sorry, what?”
     “I said,” Celeste growls, “what are you doing tonight?”
     Leaning back in my chair, I stare at the floor.  “I should study for Spanish…but I’m probably gonna catch up on my Crunchyroll queue.”
She arches a dark eyebrow.  “Crunchyroll?”
     Already knowing the reaction I’ll get, I smirk.  “Anime.”
     Her nose wrinkles.  “Oh.”  Yup, exactly the look and tone I knew she’d give me.
Poor thing is both clueless and uncultured.  Celeste has never seen an episode of Doctor Who, never read fan-fic, couldn’t pick George Takei out of a line-up, doesn’t know yaoi from mecha, and wouldn’t understand Steampunk if Jules Verne flew over in an airship and dropped a clock-work girl on her.  Despite my best efforts for most of last year, she still insists on remaining part of the ignorant majority.
     I flash a teasing smirk.  “Don’t be jealous of my Nerd-Foo.”
     Celeste crosses her arms and rolls her eyes.  “Oh, please.”
     Smirk turning to grin, I try to sound encouraging.  “Don’t knock it ‘til you try it.”
     She tosses her dark hair then runs her fingers through it.  “No thanks.  I’ll leave that kiddie-stuff to you and Em.”
     Despite her rejection, I press the issue.  She takes herself way too serious lately and if no one presses her buttons, she’ll never lighten up.  “You know, in Japan, adults watch anime.  I don’t understand what you’ve got against it.”
     She puts her hand over mine – her olive Latino skin dark against my pale Germanic skin – and gives me an indulgent, too condescending expression.  “Sweetie, you’ve got pictures of cartoon men in your locker…That’s weird.  You should be drooling over teen idols, not playing make-believe.  You need to pull your head out of the clouds and pay attention to the real world.”
     Funny, it didn’t seem to bother her last fall when she was the new girl at Mary Magda and I was the only one who would talk to her.  She was different then: quiet, withdrawn, awkward, and prude, Celeste had no problem joining in with the daydreaming.  But her summer spent with her cousins in L.A. has changed her and now she’s like a stranger.  I want my old friend back.  She’s in there somewhere, I just need to find her.  I need to knock Chip-On-Her-Shoulder Celeste down a peg.
     A few moments of silence pass and when Celeste sees she’s not getting any more argument out of me, she pulls her hand away and says, “Do you want to come over tonight?  I can help you study, if you want.”
     Feigning boredom, I examine my gnawed fingernails.  “Oh gee, I dunno, I was gonna have an intimate evening with my imaginary men.”
     She sits forward.  “Dad just bought a Jacuzzi.”  She says Jacuzzi like it should be something tempting…And it is, really.
     “Hmmm…” I exhale, like the choice isn’t already obvious.  I’ll take a Jacuzzi over a night home with Dad any day, and I do want to spend some time with Celeste. I need to figure out the “new” her.  But, at the same time, there’s a bitter part of me that wants Celeste to sweat.  That’s the new big difference between us.  She needs acceptance while I couldn’t care less and I want her to know that even though she pretends like I’m a loser, she still needs me.  At least, I want her to need me.
     “Hey, guys,” Amber says, her voice sweet and high as she plops beside me and slides a book in front of us.  “Here’s your book back, Nett.”
     Wide eyed, I blink.  “You’re done already?”  I gave it to her yesterday.
     She beams her winning smile.  Ever since freshman year, when I first saw that Cheshire Cat grin, I wanted to be friends with it.  There’s something infectiously good about Best Friend #2, Amber, and I love her to bits.  “I started at practice and couldn’t put it down.  I read almost all the way through the night.  Cameron is such an amazing character! I wish people like him existed in real life.”
     I flash a triumphant glance at Celeste.  Amber may not be an anime buff, but, like me and Emily (Best Friend #1), she’s a bibliophile and we happen to have a similar taste in books – and imaginary men.  It’s yet another thing that alienates Celeste from us, and I wish she’d just hop on the fad already.
     “Can you bring the sequel tomorrow?” Amber asks, her hands making a pleading gesture.  “I can’t wait to see what happens.  I can’t believe she ended it on a cliffhanger like that!”
     “She does that with all of the books,” I warn.
     “Aw crap,” she mutters.  “You better bring the whole series then.”  She takes a deep breath.  “It’s gonna be a long weekend.”  For a moment her eyes wander the floor, as if contemplating the wonderful task before her.  Then her head pops up.  “Oh!  I didn’t even think.  I totally interrupted you guys.  I’m sorry.  What were you talking about?”
     I say, “Anime,” and Celeste says, “Jacuzzis,” at the same time.  We glare at each other in annoyance.
     Amber smirks.  “Cartoon characters in Jacuzzis?  You two have the most interesting conversations.”  That blatant misinterpretation is Amber’s own jab – displaying how she doesn’t like this new tension between her two best friends.  She wiggles closer.  “Can I play?  If I were going to bring a character to the pool party, I’d bring…Oh, Dorian Grey!”
     I let out a laugh, relieved that Amber has this great habit of diffusing escalating situations.  It’s not that I want to be competitive with Celeste.  I’m not a combative person, but she brings something out in me.  It wasn’t always like this.  We used to be really close, but lately, it’s getting difficult to hold a conversation without one of us getting snippy.  I’m not sure how it happened or how to stop it.  “Good choice,” I say, encouraging her efforts at peacemaker.
     “We’re planning a sleep over at my place,” Celeste says, shooting me the victory brow.  “You’re invited too, of course.”
     Wait...Sleep over?  Urg.  Now I have to go to her house. 
     “Sure!”  Amber giggles.  “I have to tell you what I heard at practice.”
     …And now I have to sleep over, too.  There’s no way I’m leaving Amber alone with Celeste.  It’s bad enough they got all friendly in the first place.  It sucks feeling like a third wheel to two friends who were yours to begin with.  I force the fake smile again – even though I want to call out Celeste for pulling such a manipulative move.  “Wouldn't miss it for the world.”
 



Chapter 2
 
Jeanette
 
     I stand outside the school and wait for Celeste.  My phone vibrates and I pull it out of my uniform pocket.  
     “Hey, Dad.”
     “Hey, kiddo, what’re you doing?”
     Spinning around, I find my Dad's shape outlined in the massive window of the main office.  I put my fist on my hip and scowl at him.  “Are you spying on me?” I tease.
     “That depends.  Are you waiting for your drug hook-up?”
     I roll my eyes.  “Oh please, Dad, it’s called a dealer.  And no, I'm waiting for Celeste.  I'm sleeping over at her house tonight.”
     Even at this distance I see his bushy brown brows shoot up.  “You are?  And since when does my seventeen-year-old daughter think she can just do whatever she likes on a school night?”  The tone of his voice lets me know I’m walking on thin ice.
     “Oh,” I breathe, suddenly realizing I’ve made a faux pas.  I immediately jump into begging. “Please, Dad?  You know her parents and we promise to go to bed early.”
     Dad scowls so hard, I see it across the quad.  “N.O.  You know the rules.  Home by ten.”
     “But-”
     “No.”
     I growl under my breath.  
     “I lo-,” Dad begins, but I hang up and turn my back to him.  
     “So unfair.”  
     While I continue to wait for Celeste, I dial Emily – Best Friend #1 since the beginning of Sunday School and the fourth member of my circle of friends – to make sure she’s not really sick today.  She picks up on the third ring.  
     “KiKi’s Delivery Service,” she says on the other line.
     I grin.  “So, can I take it you’re not really down with the zombie plague?”
     “Not a real sick day,” she informs.  “But, thanks for checking.”
     I roll my eyes.  “Like I wouldn’t.”  I figured she wasn’t anyway.  Em is probably the world champion of feigning illness to stay home.  “What is it today?”  
     “Cosmic Comics finally got my copy of Stand Up! in.  I wasn’t going to miss that.  I’ve been waiting all month.”
     I nod.  “Your skills astound me.”  She has the world’s largest collection of manga, boxed anime, and collectable figurines I’ve ever seen.  She will claim food poisoning or a migraine so she can get out of school to go to the local comic store to pick up her shipment.  She will then progressively get worse over the next few days to indulge in her new purchase.
     “Actually,” she says, “I was going to call you and see if you wanted to come over and watch Hayate no Gotoku with me.  I baked cookies and everything.”
     My heart sinks because I have to say no to her.  “Ah, Em, you know there is nothing I’d love more, but I already told Celeste I’d go to her place tonight.”
     She sniffs.  “So cancel?”
     “I can’t do that!  I’d be leaving her alone with Amber.  She’s already got her claws in Amber as it is.”
     Emily is silent for a long moment.  “I don’t get this weird thing between the three of you.”
     I don’t expect her to.  I don’t expect anyone to, really.  It’s about not letting go – holding on to people you care about.  After what happened with Timmy, I can’t abandon anyone else – can’t be a bad friend.  Friends stick by each other and that’s what I’m gonna do.  That’s why it’s my mission to rediscover Celeste under all the make-up and hair gel and that’s why Amber and Celeste getting closer makes me panic.  Because if I can’t patch it up with Celeste, if we break apart, I’m afraid of losing Amber to Celeste’s magnetic pull.
     After a moment, Em says, “You know, Amber’s not going to disappear like Timmy did.”
     I frown at the ground.  Em doesn’t know that.  Nobody knows that.  Timmy didn’t just disappear.  Someone – no, something got him.  Something not-quite-right.  I should know, I was running from it too.  She must have forgotten that part.  But then, when things don’t make logical sense, everyone tries to forget it, to explain it away.  But I can’t.
     Celeste pulls up and honks her horn, even though I’m standing less than a foot away.  “I gotta go,” I say.  “I assume there’s no point in inviting you?”
     “And miss my shows?  Nope.  Have fun with the She-Demon.  Love you most!”  She hangs up.
 



Chapter 3
 
Jeanette
 
     “That's so uncool.  Your dad is such a tyrant,” Celeste complains as she drives Amber and me away from campus. 
     “He’s not a tyrant,” I say in defense of my father.  I give him kudos.  Not only is he the principal of Mary Magda Academy, but he's also the single parent of a teenaged girl.  I don't think either is a particularly glamorous occupation for a single man in his forties.  I mean, he drives a plum-colored minivan, not a candy-apple red convertible.
     “He’s. A. Tyrant.  You’re an adult.  He doesn’t treat you like one.”
     I glower at her.  “At least my dad gives a shit.”  It’s a low blow to a girl whose father buys her everything to make up for the fact he’s never there for her, but no one insults my dad.  He’s the best dad any girl could ask for, really.
     Celeste is quiet for a long moment, evidence that my words exacted their intended punishment and I feel guilty.  Eventually, she says, “So, how long would you get grounded if you broke your curfew?”
     There she goes, trying to get me into trouble with Dad.  She’s such a rebel these days…  Even so, I answer her question.  “Two weeks,” I say, making sure to make it sound like the horrible death sentence that it is.  In the hopes she doesn’t start on trying to convince me to break curfew, I add, “No phone, no internet, no hanging out after school or on weekends.  Basically, no contact with you guys outside of school.  Plus, no TV.”
     Amber does her frog-face – making her lips all stretchy and the tendons in her neck stick out.  Really unattractive, but kind of funny.  “Yikes.  I think I'd die.”
     I try to sound cheery as I say, “You wouldn’t die.  Now, maybe if your parents took away the treadmill…”
     Amber grabs the sides of the seats and launches herself forward, her angle-cut hair falling across her cheeks. “Omigosh they wouldn’t!”
     I break into a real laugh.  Amber is obsessed with running.  I, on the other hand, like to sit and pretend I’m a slow-molding potato.
     “Well,” Celeste chimes in, “I guess it's all for the better.  At least you won’t keep us awake with your bad dreams.”
     Amber knocks Celeste upside the head.  
     “Ouch!”  Celeste screeches as she swerves into the median.
     I grab the side of the door and scream, “Watch where you’re going!” at the same time Amber says, “That was mean!”
     Celeste swerves back into the lane, nearly hitting Kelly Jones driving beside us.  Kelly flicks us off and speeds away.
     “I can’t believe you said that!”  Amber goes on.  “You promised you wouldn’t say anything!”
     “Say what?” I ask.
     Celeste’s top lip curls up, an indication that she’s angry.  “It’s the truth.  I mean who has nightmares like that?”
     Oh, my nightmares.  
     That’s a low blow, even for Celeste and me…Amber must know it too because she glances at me, her expression empathetic, and says, “Still…” 
     I flash a smile at Amber, thankful that she’s taking my side, but also telling her that I can fight my own battles.  “It’s fine, Amber.  She’s right, I do have bad dreams.  And God forbid anything disrupted her beauty rest – we all know how much she needs it.”  I keep my tone light and teasing, offering up a wry smirk as a flag of truce.
     Celeste rubs her forehead, the obvious bad guy in this little drama she has set up for herself.  “Sorry,” she mutters.
     Apology accepted.  But her words still hurt.  I hadn’t realized my friends noticed my bad dreams.  How embarrassing.  I mean, it is kind of weird to re-live something that happened seven years ago, right?  I probably have PTSD.  It's something I should be seeing a shrink for, but luckily Dad doesn't think it's weird.  After all, I still hear him moaning Mom's name in the middle of the night, so I guess it’s a silent agreement between us.  Let each other mourn the loss of our lost loved ones in peace.
     Celeste clears her throat, bringing attention to the awkward tension in the car.  “So, what do you want to do tonight?”
     Should I finally tell them about Timmy?  Would they understand why that night is a perpetual nightmare?  How would they look at me after that?  Pity?  Compassion?  Disgust?
     “Nett, you're spacing again,” Celeste cries.
     I glare at her sideways for a long minute, but she's too busy staring at the guy stopped next to us at the stoplight to notice.  The awkward silence grows again and I feel my thoughts pulling me back into myself.
     “Okay,” Amber bounces upright in her seat, drawing my attention, “I can't wait any longer to spill the beans.”  She dips her face low and presses her nose to the seat so only her bright hazel eyes are showing.
     I wave my hand.  “Well, spit it out.”
     She pops up again, grinning.  “Okay, you know Chelsea Grotto, right?”
     Celeste rolls her eyes as she turns the corner.  “Duh, who doesn't?”
     “So, she says that she and Mike Hopper went out to Carver Hall Park last weekend.”
     I grip my seat and turn myself all the way around, not wanting to miss Amber's animated way of telling a tale. “No way!” 
     “Yeah way,” she squeaks as she bounces up and down like she’s just chugged a case of Red Bull.  I swear if she weren’t belted in, she’d hit the roof.  “They hooked up!”
     Disbelieving, I shake my head.  “She's probably lying.”  I make a disgusted face.  “Why would he do her?”  Chelsea is nasty…Like, doesn’t take baths and always has stuff stuck in her teeth nasty.
     Amber shrugs, the gesture making her bra strap slip from under the short sleeve of her collared shirt.  Lime green with pink polka-dots.  Only Amber.  “That's just what I heard.  Apparently, they went hiking and got lost.  They ended up spending the whole night together in the woods.  It got cold, one thing led to another…”
     A shiver goes down my back.  I hate Carver Hall Park…  “Creepy.”
     Amber glances at me, her expression confused.  “I guess it was romantic to them.”
     “Whatever,” Celeste dismisses.  
     Amber and I exchange a furtive glance.  We both know Celeste wants to do bad things to Mike Hopper.  Wondering how intense her jealousy is, I turn back to her.  She’s chewing through her acrylics.  On a scale of one to ten, nail biting is now an eleven for Celeste.  She realizes what she’s doing and grips the steering wheel instead.  It groans under her seething anger.  “What else?” she demands.
     “Just that urban legend.  Seems like more people are seeing the Green Man.”
     I cock my head, I know Green Man to be a common pagan myth, but I’ve never heard anything about an urban legend around here.  “What?  Who’s that?”  
     Amber blinks at me, her expression vacant for a mere instant before lighting up again.  “Oh!  You mean you haven’t heard yet?”
     I lift a brow, showing her that I obviously haven’t.  Usually, I avoid anything and everything having to do with Carver Hall Park, but I don’t want to be out of the gossip loop.   
     She gets all bouncy again at the prospect of being able to tell the story anew.  “They say there's this green man in Carver Hall Park.  He's totally hot, minus the green skin part.”
     “So, he’s like some kind of weirdo?”
     Amber shakes her head.  “Apparently he’s the real deal.  An honest to goodness, walked out of a storybook green guy.  I’m talking Jolly Green Giant green.”
     Something in the pit of my stomach twists.  I’ve always known something was weird about Carver Hall Park.  Now, faced with news that a strange creature might actually live there, my worst fantasies about what happened to Timmy seem more real.  Was he eaten by trolls?  Ground to dust by a giant?  Dragged into the swamp by a kelpie?  Abducted by aliens?  No, it can’t be real.  I refuse to believe it.  Even if there is someone there, he’s probably just someone in paint.  “How long has he been around?”
     “I dunno.”  Amber touches her bottom lip.  “At least a couple of years, I’ve been hearing about him from the girls on the track team since we were freshmen.  I would have told you sooner.  I know you like these kinds of things, but I thought since you grew up here you knew.”
     I like these kinds of things.  Do I?  For the hundredth time, I wonder if my strange fascination with fantasy and paranormal stuff isn’t some sick and twisted obsession.  A need to cope with or put words to what happened that night, a way to understand and control the unknown.  In a world filled with sparkling vampires and boy wizards, being chased by invisible hoards doesn’t seem out of the ordinary.
     “Yeah, but isn't he supposed to be a child molester or something?”  Celeste adds.  Her words, dismissive of the fantastic in favor of logic, draw me back to reality – back to the conclusion the police came to.  Timmy was taken by a sick freak.  And this green man is nothing but that.  There’s no need to make up fantasy evils when there are so many real ones in the world already.
     Amber shakes her head.  “I heard he's a thief.  He likes to steal all your jewelry and then he cuts off your hair like those creepy boys who collect girl’s underwear.”
     Celeste scoffs and her voice rises, again becoming argumentative.  “No stupid, he's supposed to ask if you'll sleep with him.”
     I roll my eyes at Celeste.  Does she always have to be right these days?  And why is everything about sex?
     “I heard that's only if you step on a clover,” Amber argues, her voice rising to match Celeste’s.  “And don’t call me stupid.  I’m smarter that you.”
     “Get real,” Celeste retorts, unmoved by Amber’s rebuttal. “Who is looking to see if they’ve stepped on a clover?  Besides, clovers grow in meadows, not in the middle of the woods.  He’s a rapist.”
     “What?” Amber squawks, disbelieving.  “There have been no reports of a rape in Carver Hall Park in the last three years and the last one got caught!”
     Celeste opens her mouth, but Amber jumps in to defend herself before Celeste puts her down.  “I checked on Google.  The only news about Carver Hall Park is the Holiday Light Show on the manor grounds, that rare pine species near the cliff, and the Green Man sightings.  There have been no reports of rape or sexual harassment, so if he is getting some ass, it’s probably consensual.”
     “Maybe he’s a vampire rapist and erases their memory so they can’t report him,” I tease.
     Celeste lifts her nose and sniffs, as if she’s beyond this conversation.  I don’t think she likes that her friends are smarter than her now.  She used to get the same grades as us, but that was when she stared more at books than boys.  “Whatever.  He’s not even real.  I don’t know why you bother with this crap.”  She turns and looks at me.  “Right?”
     I widen my eyes in false shock.  “Don’t look at me.  I’m in love with cartoon characters, remember?”
 
 



Chapter 4
 
Tamrin
 
     When the sky turns grey and the dew is still on the leaves in the forest, I make my rounds.  Because I am a knight and it is my duty to protect those who live in my assigned territory, I visit each of my five neighbors to be certain nothing is amiss.  
     When Roxel discovered that I do this, she laughed at me.  “You are supposed to keep them out, not protect them as you would the fae in your care,” she had said.
     I shrugged and replied, “Well, since they are the closest threat, does it not make sense to keep watch over their affairs?”
     She didn’t have an answer for that.  And I’m glad of it.  I like my morning rounds.
     Smiling, I reach for another branch and swing to the next tree.
     “Slow down!  Master!”
     Branch to branch, light as a feather, agile as a squirrel, faster than a Dunrhe – I can circle my territory in less than an hour, though I’m slower today because Enmire insisted he come along today so he may see White Cat.  He has a fascination with White Cat.  White Cat has a fascination with him, though both are aware that cats and fae should not be friends.  
     “Master!”     
     I pause, perched on a branch and glance over my shoulder.  “Your little legs do not keep up with mine.”
     Between the arrows slung over my back, I see his lithe slate-colored form.  Long, triple jointed arms, short legs.  Hardly a neck, hunched and boney back, an unattractive face.  Still, he’s a nice little Rhumbring and I like him more than the other fae, so I humor him.  Truly, I can’t complain.  Someone with a handicap like mine should be grateful there is a fae who has a fondness for him at all.  Of all the Aos Si traits I thought I would manifest, the attraction of a familiar is the last of them.
     “Do hurry.”
     Enmire grumbles at me under his heavy breathing, but he picks up his pace and I continue forward, leaping to the next branch.  A few minutes later, we’ve reached my favorite neighbor’s house.  This is where Lovely lives.
     I slip down a trunk and crouch in the thick undergrowth, peeking through the leaves.  Lovely is already out with White Cat.
     I turn and knock my fist lightly against Enmire’s bony skull.  “You’ve made me late.”
     He reaches up and rubs his head, feigning hurt.  “Not like she’s going to do anything different than any other day.”
     Still.  I don’t like to miss watching her.  At first, I felt as though doing this was wrong – as if I was spying.  But I’ve watched many humans since then and I’ve come to learn that it’s okay to look at the things that please you.  Women see babies and they smile at them simply because children give pleasure.  People make hobbies out of watching animals or other people do things.  Boys Lovely’s age purposely go out of their way to see pretty girls pass by on the street.  I do not do what some of those boys do.  I would never cross the green lawn and peek into a window.  And I would never follow her about in her daily routine so I may see more of her.  
I make a point of standing at the end of my property to see my neighbor let her cat out every morning.  I see her like I would a peacock or a piece of art, simply because she’s nice to look at and something about her gives me great peace – as if seeing her alive and well every morning lets me know that all is well in the human world.  There’s nothing strange about it.  It’s regular, non-invasive, and pure.
     “When are you going out there to speak to her?”  Enmire asks.
     I shake my head.  “I could never do that.”  
     “Why not?”
     He doesn’t understand.
     This one visitation is enough.  It is what I give myself.  If there is to be more, then she will have to make the move.  She will have to come to me.  But I know it’s not to be.  Lovely hates my forest.  She glares at it with such deep, haunted eyes.  She will never come, I am as certain of that as I am my own immortality.
     Lovely is sitting on the back step, petting White Cat and talking to him.  I can’t hear what she is saying.  There is a long distance between me and the back of her house.  I hate that long, green lawn because it makes it so I can never get near enough to see Lovely up close.  But even at a distance, I’d have to be blind not to see she deserves my nickname for her.  She is graceful and pale skinned and her hair is like music, complicated and beckoning.
     Finally, Lovely stands, wiping fur off her hands and retreats into her little white house.  
     Enmire shifts beside me.  “Where’s she off to?”
     She is dressed in the green outfit today, which means she must be going to the big stone building on the other side of the park – not the one that no one lives in, but the one other human girls wearing that outfit go.  “School, I think.”
     A moment later, White Cat comes bounding across the green lawn and slips through the ferns.  He greets me with a rumbling belly and a back arch to my shin.  I reach down and scratch his shoulder.  Then he’s off running and rolling about with Enmire.  I stand and move on to the next house, leaving the two of them to play.
 
 



Chapter 5
 
Jeanette
 
     I'm running so fast my lungs are on fire and no matter how many gulps of icy air I take, they don’t calm the burn.  The jangling bells and creaking harnesses are so close, I can’t hear my own whimpering breaths.  I feel like I'm going to collapse, but there’s a hand, hard and familiar, pressed between my shoulder-blades, shoving me onward.  
     I step on an upturned root, my ankle rolls and I stumble off of the path.  I tumble down through the underbrush and smack into a tree.  Everything goes black.  When I wake, I scramble to my feet and look around.  There’s no trace of anyone.  Only the haunting sound of jangling bells in my ears and the phantom warmth of a hand I can no longer hold.
     I open my eyes and wipe a mascara-stained tear out of my lashes.  I’m back in my room, back in the present.  But even now, I feel the handprint, warm and perfect on my back, like a brand left behind by Timmy.  A brand still burning hot after seven years.
     Rolling over, I hug my pillow.  Yeah, something is definitely wrong with me.  Maybe I didn't grieve correctly when it first happened?  Was I in too much shock?  Sometimes I wonder if the police only exacerbated the problem.  They questioned me – as if a ten year old little girl could lure her friend into the woods, murder him, and hide the body.  Everyone thought the worst: he’d been kidnapped, he’d been murdered, he fell and twisted his neck.  His mom blamed me.  She refused to believe it was his idea to wander through the woods on Halloween night.  
     Deep down I know these dreams, the haunting daylight flashes, and my inability to let him go are a result of not knowing what happened.  He just disappeared.  I hate myself for falling.  I hate myself for hitting my head.  I hate myself because I’m the one that broke contact.  I’m the one who let go.  And I’m terrified of doing it again.
     “Oh, TimTam,” I breathe.  Saying my nickname for him after so long, feels strange, like I’m talking to his ghost.  “I miss you.”
     My door opens and Dad pops his head in.  “Good morning, sunshine.”
     I don't lift my head. I don't want him to see I've been crying again.  It’s kinda pathetic and embarrassing at my age to wake up crying from a bad dream.
     “Nett, what's wrong?”  Dad asks in that 'hand in the cookie jar' sort of way. 
     Man, I hate when he uses that tone of voice.  How does he know?  I sigh.
     “You're not still mad at me for not letting you sleep over at Celeste's are you?”
     I can almost imagine his face: stuck somewhere between disappointment at having upset me and a disgruntled fatherly stubbornness.  “No,” I mumble.  “I have a Spanish test today and I'm totally not going to pass it.”
     “Oh.  Didn't you study?”
     Yeah, for like five minutes.  “That's why I went to Celeste's.”  Not that we got any studying done.
     “Oh.  Then you'll be fine.  Celeste knows best.”
     “Dad, just because Celeste is Puerto Rican doesn't mean I'm going to pass Spanish,” I mumble.
     “Well,” Dad flounders, sounding like he realizes he’s being racially insensitive, “I'll make waffles.”  He says this like it can solve any problem.  “Homemade.”  He dangles the descriptive like it's something addictive.
     When Mom was alive, homemade meant wonderful, edible food, but with Dad as the new occupant of the pink and white apron, that usually means something burned beyond recognition.  
     Homemade is a word that makes my heart ache like the word Timmy makes my heart ache.  But, I don’t want Dad to know he’s dragged up Mom’s memory, so I playfully moan in protest.
     “Okay, fine.”  He holds up his hands in surrender and grins.  “Cereal and toast it is.”
     I smile back.  “I'll be down in a minute.”
     Winking, he turns toward the door.  “Cheer up, you’ll do fine on your test.  You’re a smart girl.”
     My smile turns to something more wistful at his back as he walks away.  I should be nicer to Dad.  If it weren’t for this repetitive morning routine, I don’t know how I would have made it through these past seven years. I don’t think he’ll ever know how much I love and appreciate him for that, but the truth is, one day I’m going to have to deal with waking up without him.
 



Chapter 6
 
Jeanette
 
     “And I swear, season four is the best yet,” Emily insists during our lunch period.
     I poke at my pudding and stare at my Spanish book, hating myself for not going home and studying yesterday.  Grades are important to me, getting into a good college is important to me.  But so is keeping my friends.  Considering how buddy-buddy Celeste and Amber are today it’s a well-founded fear.
     As if on cue, Celeste laughs at something Amber said that I’m not listening to and my heart sinks.  Are they closer now?  Am I going to lose Amber to Celeste if Celeste and I can’t patch the hole between us?
     Emily leans over me and takes a spoonful of my pudding.  “Fabric shopping for costumes tonight?”
     I smile at her.  I’ll always have Em.  She’s a constant, like Dad.  “You bet.”
     Celeste wrinkles her nose.  “Costumes?”
     Emily nods.  “For AniCon.”
     Celeste nibbles her lip, her eyes shifting back and forth between us.  “What’s that?”
     Amber gives her a wide-eyed look, as if she’s crazy for even asking and it makes me love Amber more.  “It’s an anime convention!  Awesome cosplay, debut shows, tons of fun vendors.  Em and Nett go every year.  You should see the stuff they brought back last year!”
     Emily nods.  “You can come, too, if you want, but you have to dress up as your favorite anime character.”
     “Yeah,” Celeste says, drawing out the word.  “Have fun with that.”
     I lift my chin.  “We will.”
     Celeste turns to Amber.  “You’re not going to that thing too, are you?”
     Amber hunches her shoulders, looking sheepish.  “I thought about it.  But, I have a state meet that weekend.”
     “It’s okay,” I say.  “We might go to another one in the spring.”
     Amber grins like I’ve given her the key to the TARDIS.  “Really?  That would be so cool! I’ve always wanted to go with you guys.  It looks so fun.”
     Rising to a non-existent challenge, Celeste then says, “Not to rain on your Geek-Love fest, but Amber has a meet tonight.  Are you going to support her or go fabric shopping?”
     I ball my fist under the table.  Urg!  I hate how she does that!  If Amber wanted me to go, she should have said something.  I glance at Amber who shrugs, trying to look like she doesn’t care, but I can tell she does.  Her parents are always working late and never come to support her.  It’s up to us to cheer her on.
     Amber stares down at her lunch tray.  “It would be nice if you could all come support me, but if you’re already busy…”
     Celeste puts her hand to her chest.  “I’m going, of course.”
     I glance at Em who tips her head, indifferent.  Over time, she has learned to share me with my other friends.  “I guess we can go shopping tomorrow.”
     I let out an exhale of relief.  “I’ll be there.”  
     Turning my attention to my book, I get back to trying to study, but a moment later Amber interrupts me.  “Hey, Nett, did you notice Brandon was completely ogling you in chem?”
     I scowl at the Spanish verb tenses in front of me.  Brandon gives me the creeps.  “No, he wasn't.  He was trying to copy my lab answers.”
     “Would it kill you to think someone actually thought you were cute?”  Amber demands.  “I mean come on, Netti, just look at this gorgeous head of hair.”  She shoves both her hands into my hair and pluffs out my auburn tresses.
     I close my eyes, savoring the feeling of having my hair played with, but the bell rings, making me jump.  Amber drops my hair.  “Oops, gotta go!”  She practically runs out the doors in an effort to get to her next class which, of course, is gym.
     I go much slower, I have Spanish next.
 



Chapter 7
 
Jeanette
 
     From kindergarten to graduation, students are taught the history of Carver Hall Park.  The forest and homestead were once a huge estate owned by Joseph Carver, a Catholic entrepreneur who struck it rich during the industrial revolution.  When he died, he willed his estate between the state of Connecticut and his local church.  The resulting properties became the park and Mary Magda Academy.  Carver Hall Park is as much a part of Mary Magda's identity as my father's station as principal has on my social life.
     But, just because my father is the principal and we live in the headmaster’s house – making the park my backyard – doesn’t mean I hate Carver Hall Park any less.  Especially today.
     I should have studied, then I wouldn't have bombed my test and Dad wouldn't have grounded me and driven me straight home.
     Standing at the edge of the forest behind my house and staring at the imposing black trees, I sigh.  It's early September and the plant life looks unnaturally alive.  The air is still, but the needles on the taller-than-houses evergreens quiver with anticipation of something momentous.   And the leaves on the ancient oak, maple, and beech trees sparkle quicksilver in the afternoon sunlight.  
     I swallow hard.  Carver Hall Park has always had something weird about it.  I've always felt uneasy standing close to these trees, even before Timmy's mysterious disappearance.  It always felt like I was…being watched.  As if, just out of view, something was moving in the underbrush.  And now, after he disappeared, the forest scares the hell out of me even more because it ate him alive.
     I pace, my eyes scanning the thick carpet of last year’s orange-brown needles, searching for the lost path.   At one point in time, there had been a wide, well-worn path between Mary Magda Academy and the headmaster's house, but – like everything else left untended in the park – the woods have reclaimed it.  In the seven years since I last used the path, the ferns and rhododendrons have grown so thick around the edge of the forest that you would never know there was once a way past this impenetrable wall.
     I take a step toward the nearest tree and bite my lip.   Amber's meet should be over before Dad gets home.  If I cut through the forest I can get to the meet on time and back again without him even knowing.  I look down at my balled fists and widespread feet.  I look like I'm about to combat a wild animal.  Shaking my head, I straighten.
     I’ve always been the goodie-goodie, never broken the rules.  I’m the principal’s kid, for heaven’s sake.  But doing this?  It’s not only breaking Dad’s rules, it’s breaking my own, pushing the comfort zone.  It’s thrilling.  It’s terrifying.  Will I get lost in the thousands of acres like we did that night?  Will something chase me down unknown paths?  …Will I finally stumble on Timmy’s long-dead corpse or his ghost?  I don’t want to think about it.  
     Instead, I think of Amber.  She will appreciate this, and a good friend would do this for someone they love – push the limits.  So, I push.  Heart pounding and pulse like fire under my skin, I run headlong through the underbrush, hoping if I rush through this barrier, my feet will find the path and I’ll get to the academy.
     But the forest pushes at me, as if trying to heave me out.  I push back, determined to break through – shoving at branches, kicking at vines, breathing hard and squirming through tight places.  And then, the forest is eating me.  Eating me like it ate Timmy.  Not pushing me out but pushing me in on all sides – stabbing into my skin, clawing at my hair and clothes, folding me under the leaves like it’s trying to bury me.  I hold my breath despite the fact I’m panting, as if that would help me squeeze through.
     Something snatches at my braid, pulls it.  My breath escapes my lips and my legs go heavy.  Someone?  Something?  I can’t turn around.  I can’t look.  There’s almost certainly a thing behind me, tugging at me, tasting me.  It’s going to take me, too.  I rush forward – the thing behind rips at my hair pulling it out, making my scalp scream.  I don’t care.  I keep going, keep pushing.
     They’re reaching out and spinning me for a game of tag, making me dizzy.  Making the world spin and whirl and I swear I hear them whispering and laughing.  And...
     And…
     I let out a choked scream…and run.
     By the time I struggle into a clearing large enough to accommodate my whole body, I'm drenched in sweat.  I stand gasping, tears in my eyes.  
     When I’ve caught my breath and collected myself, I glance over my shoulder.  No one’s there.  I can’t see any indication of civilization, no break in the trees.  Now that I’ve calmed and the forest isn’t suffocating me, I see the clearing is a lot bigger than I originally thought.  There's a yellow bit of dusky light poking through the canopy of deep green leaves.  I walk into the large, triangular patch of gold and blink.  Standing here, I can barely see into the forest, it's too bright.
     How long have I been in the park?  I look up, trying to see the sky, but the green of the leaves above is all encompassing.  At least it’s still day.  Should I turn back?  Go home?  I’m not entirely sure where home is.  I know I’ve been turned around by my blind panic.
     I examine the ground.  No sign of the long lost path to the Academy.  But…I think the school is straight ahead.
     I take a step forward.  I need to keep going.  I need to get out of here, but I need to beat all this craziness I’m making up in my head. There’re no vampires or werewolves or zombies here.  No secret whispers, no pursuers.  It’s all my imagination.  There’s a very human, non-supernatural reason for Timmy’s disappearance and I’m perfectly safe.
     Am I?  I glance around again.  I still feel like I’m being watched.  I reach up and run my fingers through my hair.  My braid has been ripped loose, I’m missing my ribbon.  I grasp the back of my neck and drag in a ragged breath.  “Calm down, Jeanette.  Use your brain.”
     Brain.  I glance down at myself.  After being caught on prickers and twigs, branches and briars, my uniform is looking pretty ragged.  I should have changed before I came out.  Hoping to prevent further damage, I pause a moment to take off my knee socks and roll up my uniform skirt to indecency levels.   I can only imagine what Dad will think if he comes home and my uniform is magically ruined from “vegging” on the couch all afternoon.  
     A pang of guilt tugs at my heart.  I really should be serving out my sentence like a good daughter, but I promised Amber I'd come.  And I can’t break another promise to a friend.
     But I can’t be much of a friend if I end up dead like Timmy.
     Stop it, Jeanette.
     Find the path, get the hell out of here.
 



Chapter 8
 
Tamrin
 
     I shift foot to foot on the tree branch and fix my eyes back on Lovely.  She’s muttering to herself, like a crazy woman.
     “Find the path, get the hell out of here.”
     Path?  I straighten and glance around, meeting the eyes of the fae who drove her here.  Large, animalistic gazes meet mine then turn away, paws and hooves shift in the decaying leaves.  The fae are like children scolded.  Enmire shrugs and grins fangs at me.  I give him a meaningful glare that promises a tongue-lashing.  The fae have my leave to play-torture humans when they wander off the paths – it’s the best way to keep them away from things they shouldn’t go near.  But it’s not fair to hide the paths to purposely get a human lost – just so they can torture them.
     Especially when the human ends up wandering here.  This is supposed to be a secret place.  Humans shouldn’t be here.  Roxel isn't going to like this.
     I hold my hand up, making sure the fae understand they are not to touch this human any more, they’ve already done enough damage by chasing her here.
     Lovely stands from removing her stockings, making light bounce off the thick chestnut waves of hair that flow soft and silky around her shoulders and cascade down her back.  I assume she had it plaited at one point, she normally does.  But, either by the machinations of the fae or some daring twig, she lost the green ribbon she normally wears.  Enmire, knowing my fondness for this particular neighbor, has surrendered it to me.  I have the smooth expanse of ribbon wrapped around my hand.  
     I slide the ribbon over my lip.  I like the way the silk feels on my skin, how the cocoa and cinnamon scent of her is trapped in my souvenir.  I like that the ribbon echoes the essence of her tresses.  It’s a tease – making me want to touch her hair.
     She pivots on her toes and the late afternoon light cuts angular swaths across her pronounced cheekbones, her delicate jawline, and her perfect eyebrows – they remind me of a bird in flight.  She pivots again and the light catches the angle of her slightly aquiline nose and the full set of her rosy lips.  Her mossy green eyes twinkle with golden leopard spots behind her spectacles, her pale chest heaves in panic beneath her white shirt, her long, muscular legs quiver so badly that the pleats of her skirt sway.
     She's pretty for a human, I’ve always thought so, but now that I see her close-up, I know for certain.  And there’s a compelling familiarity about her.  I don’t doubt that.  Roxel says the minds of our kind, especially when we move between worlds like I do, fog quite easily.  
     One reason is the difference in how time passes.  In Otherworld, time moves quickly – one day on Earth is close to a week in Otherworld, but we don’t age past maturity.  I don’t understand why the hours tick by differently or why we don’t age.  I daresay I’m centuries old but don’t look much older than Lovely.  
     Another reason for the mind-fog is that moving between worlds addles the brain and plays tricks on time-memory.  Yesterday seems like three years ago while ten years ago seem like now.  I know this girl from my morning rounds, this I know to be truth.  The familiarity must come from the time-memory confusion – she’s familiar to me like all the people who are my neighbors are.
     I run my fingers over the ribbon, glad this particular neighbor finally decided to come for a visit – even if it took the faeries chasing her here to do it.  Normally, I only ask pretty visitors for a trinket.  But, she has already given me a souvenir, so I'll ask for a favor instead…a kiss.
     And then...I'll ask for more.  I want more from her.  I'd like to touch her flawless, angelic skin, I’d like to wrap my fist around her hair, tug on it ever so gently – exposing that long, swan neck of hers.  I’ve had a long time to add to the list of things I want from Lovely.  She’s been teasing me for years, living at the edge of my forest but never coming in, and I think my requests fair.
     She spins around again and again, like an animal caught – so fast that her skirt flits around her waist and I'm disappointed to find, instead of the colorful, string-like undergarments I'm used to when mortal girls visit me, she's wearing shorts.
     Oh well, I'm sure they’ll come off just as easily.  Besides, the modest undergarment gives her an air of mystery that makes her more alluring.
     I slip down the oak and kneel behind the trunk of a white pine.  She has stopped spinning and is now pacing forward, her eyes scanning the ground like she's looking for something.  Then she stops and I see what she sees.  Everything inside me freezes solid.  I fight to breathe, I fight to stop her, but I can't move.  She steps forward and crouches in front of one of Roxel’s precious jewels.
     No, don't touch the roses.
     She reaches out and her fingers delicately trace the deep red petals of the tallest, most beautiful rose.  A delicious shiver dances up my spine.  The look on her face is enough to shock my heart back into beating and I draw in an awed breath.  She’s so beatific and enrapt that I’m entranced by her pleasure.  I never knew a woman could look at something with such innocent, unbridled pleasure.  Her eyes go liquid and her cheeks flush a shade pinker, her warmth spreads through my veins like a summer's breeze.  Her lips part ever so slightly, like she's expecting a kiss – one I’m more than willing to give. Then I hear it:
     Snap
     I blink and my eyes trace the smooth length of her arm.  She's got the rose's stem in her hand, but the stem no longer reaches into the ground.  Inch by inch, the space between the flower and dirt grows until Lovely has the petals against her soft lips and, eyes closed, savors the scent of the faerie queen's sacred bloom.
     For a moment, the simple act sends a primal ripple of pleasure slithering over my skin.  But then my mind takes hold and my heart gallops wild, fear eating my intestines like a rabid wolf. 
What is Roxel going to do to me?  I’m to protect her roses, that’s why she sent me to patrol Carver Hall Park.  What will I do?  She's going to kill me.
     Suddenly, I'm filled with hatred for this tantalizing but destructive human girl.  She couldn't appreciate the beauty before her, she had to destroy it.  Why should I die on account of her folly?  
     Before I realize what I'm doing, I let out a roar and leap through the underbrush.  I grasp her by her treacherous hand, throw her to the ground, and hold her there.  
     “What have you done!?” I demand, knowing full well the implications of what I'm asking.  “How dare you come to this place!  How dare you pick a rose!  How dare you break its stem!  Do you not understand that you must ask leave of me!?”
     Lovely’s fingers loosen around the rose as terror slackens her muscles.  Those fae green eyes chase her crimson sin as it falls to the ground.  Then she stares at me, as if she can’t believe I am real.
     I tighten my grasp, drawing her attention to my hand shackled around her wrist, reassuring her that I am no dream.  “Speak up.”
     Her lips tremble as her gaze widens on me, her throat bobs hard before speaking.  “T-this land isn't yours.  It's under my father's care.  H-he’s the principal of Mary Magda.  I can pick a rose whenever I like.  I-I don't need to ask your permission.”
     So close, her voice is like a folded melody that purrs over my skin and tickles my nerve endings.  There is something calming about that voice, something that makes me want to breathe a sigh of relief, like a weight lifted.  The muscles in my shoulders relax and my grip on her wrist weakens.  My fingers stroke her delicate skin.  I shouldn't want to rub my fingers along the pulse in her wrist, but the urge seems so natural – an assertion that she’s as real as me.
     Lovely glances at my hand and her breath catches like I've somehow wronged her.  Her eyes flash back to me, wild and alive.  She wrenches herself out of my grip and struggles away, backing until she’s flush with a tree. “W-who are you?” she demands.
     I cock my head and give her a disbelieving look.  Who does this upstart maid think she is?  The Queen of the Fae?  Certainly not.  I don’t have to answer to her demands, so I don’t.
     Her attention flies around the glade, as if searching for escape or a weapon.  When she speaks again, her tone is cautious and certain.  “You're that Green Man everyone is talking about, aren't you?”
     I toss a dramatic glance at my arm.  “I am rather green.”  Roxel's magic does that to me, protects me, gives me strength.  None of the ladies before this one bothered to complain.
     Her voice hiccups with fear as she says, “W-what do you want?”
     I give her my best angry look, even though I can't seem to stay as mad with her as I have a right to be.  I use my words instead, trying to make my voice sound sharp as obsidian.  “Do you have any idea what you've done?  What you've cost me?”
     She purses her lips and looks down at the rose.  “It's just a wild rose.”
     My anger flares again and in the next moment I've got my knife to her pale, swan-like neck.
     The tendons in her neck strain and her throat wobbles in fear.  “What are you doing?” she squeaks.
     “Just a rose, just a pretty maiden's head.  I'd say they’re equal,” I growl.  My hand is shaking.  Normally I have a steady, precise hand.  It's not like I haven't slit a throat before.  I squeeze the hilt until my muscles lock and my knuckles go white.
     A scoff escapes her throat.  “Are you crazy?” Her voice is shrill, the only indication of her fear because her face is now strong.  She’s a good actress.
     Smirking, I press the knife a little harder against her fair flesh.  I won’t cut her, it would be a sin to mar such lovely flesh or to punish such bravery.  When faced with my knife, most people beg and cry…This girl wants to know if I’m crazy.  You could grow to like a girl like that.
     “Okay,” she breathes.  “It’s some kind of rare, expensive rose.  I get it.”  Though her face is cool, she sounds half hysterical.  I can almost see her brain working her out of this.  “I'll pay you back for it.  Just let me go back to my house and-”
     “You're trying to run away,” I cut in, pressing the knife harder to her throat until she’s practically molded against the tree.  “You must repay the damage you've done.”  How?  With what?  I can't even guess at how valuable that rose is.
     “That's why you have to let me go back,” the girl reasons.
     I shake my head.  “No, your mortal coin does nothing for me.”
     She closes her eyes and sucks in so much air that her breast grazes my arm.  “What do you want for it?”  There’s an ominous tone to her voice, as if she hates that she’s even asking.
     Good question.  One that I don't have an answer to.  All at once my anger collapses under the weight of my uncertainty.  What can I do to make up for this?  Pulling away, I sheath my dagger.  My eyes find the rose, red as blood against the dark moss and decaying leaves of the forest floor.  I gingerly pick it up.  Such a perfect rose – perhaps the most immaculate rose ever created.  It’s understandable that it caught the girl’s fancy.  I can't imagine why I never noticed it before.
     But then, Jeanette has a way of making even the stupidest thing seem important.
     I straighten.  Where had that thought come from?  I look back at Lovely.  She's staring at me intently, like she expects me to pull my knife on her again.  Jeanette?  Is that her name?  Perhaps I heard that man she lives with – her father, I think – call her that?  Out of the corner of my eye one of the brilliant red rose petals falls off the head with a tiny click – as if plucked by an invisible hand.  The girl's eyes follow the petal as it skims to the ground, weighted and calculating, like that petal means the world.  I can't help but stare at it, too, like a tiny version of the rose, blood on the dying earth.  The rose is already fading, already losing life.  And it’s my fault.
     Suddenly overcome with terror at the thought of the petal being alone and lost on the ground, I suck in a breath and scoop it off of the ground.  It’s warm against my palm, as if sitting against flesh for quite some time.  I slip it into the empty pouch at my belt.
     When I look up, she's running away.
 
 



Chapter 9
 
Jeanette
 
     I run through the park like the four horsemen of the apocalypse are charging after me.  I run from the Green Man – his intimate hands, his dark, husky voice, and the promising oceanic grey of his eyes.  I run from the threat of his knife and the rose that brought him upon me.  And I run from the heat of his green skin.
     I run until my lungs burn and then I continue to run.  I run as fast as I once ran through these same woods when bells and invisible hooves pursued me by dark of night.
     I pay no mind to the tears being captured by the wind whipping my face.  I pay no mind to my hair being ripped out in clumps by hungry coniferous branches.  I don't care that my legs are stinging and bleeding from thorn bushes.  I don't care about seeing Amber's meet or besting Celeste.
     I almost died.
     I want to get away from him.  But no matter how fast I run the feeling of his hand burns my skin, the wild scent of him floods my nose, and his chiseled features sit in my orbitals like he's hovering over me – still daring me to run.
     I just crossed paths with the unknown, something I thought wasn’t real.
     I skid through the back door, scaring the crap out of Neko-Neko, my cat, and slam it closed behind me.  Shaking, I sink to the floor and continue to sob until my whimpering drowns out my thundering heart.
 
 



Chapter 10
 
Tamrin
 
     As I slip through the waygate leading from Earth to Tír na nÓg, I’m greeted, as always, by the site of Alaphos, the troll who guards this side of the gate.
     He bows, though his deep-set, beady eyes betray that he loathes to do it.  “Master Tamrin.”
     I give him a cursory nod, but nothing after.  He doesn’t respect me.  Bowing and calling me master are things he does to please Roxel, not because I carry the light that mesmerizes and commands loyalty from the fae.  Why I was not born with it like every other Aos Si, is a mystery.  Roxel tells me that my parents were both truly gifted Aos Si –that’s why they were sacrificed.  That’s how she ended up taking me as her ward.
     Turning away from Alaphos and his ugly little troll face, I make my way out of the gate chamber and into the main hall.  Roxel’s castle is in the heart of Tír na nÓg, a tall crystalline palace set on a lake so still, it’s like glass.  It is diamond on sapphire, set against emerald, serine and quiet.  But inside, it’s a different story.  
     Most hours, one can expect high revelry in the main hall.  But now, at noon, the banquet tables have been picked over, dry crumb and greasy bone scattered over delicate gossamer cloth, goblets tipped and dripping blood-hue liquid on the white marble, Aos Si lounging about – made immobile and sluggish by wine, revelry, and the heat of the day.  I prefer coming home during this time because I’m less likely to get roped into orgiastic affairs by a tipsy bean-sidhe.
     As I step over snoring, half clothed bodies, brownies scurry back and forth – their small hands cleaning up the mess, resetting tables, and refilling pitchers with summer ale so that, upon waking, the courtiers can start over again.  Such is the immortal life.  What else would eternally youthful beings who don’t work do?  
     It disgusts me.  
     I’m glad that Roxel has given me something useful to do with my time, even if it’s something as simple as guarding a rose garden in a human forest – at least I get out of this pit on a daily basis.
     After crossing the hall, I slide down one of the main corridors.  The hall leading to Roxel’s chambers is brightly lit.  On both sides, the tall glass doors have been thrown wide, letting the hot summer air stir the pixie woven curtains and push rose petals in from the balconies.  Everywhere there are roses – which makes the hot humid air of Tír na nÓg smell like a perpetual drug-addled dream.  There is faint music ahead – a strange tangle of fae percussion and string, but it’s not unpleasant to the ear.
     I knock on the closed door at the end of the hall and wait for one of the attending Aos Si to let me into the inner chamber.  When the door opens, I recognize the brown haired, brown eyed, willowy Aos Si standing on the other side.
     Pleased to see her, I flash a cocky grin.  “Hello, Twyla, visited any good puddles lately?”
     Twyla scowls like she always does.  She doesn’t like me teasing her about her magical affinity for water, but in the many decades I have known her, there has never been bad blood between us.  In fact, my earliest memory is of Twyla.  She’s holding me as she would a baby, which means I must have been very small.  I makes me believe she was once friends with my parents.  
     She moves to one side and motions me into the Summer Queen's chambers.       “Where have you been?” 
     “Aw, did you miss me?”
     She wrinkles her nose.  “Roxel's been worried sick about you.” 
     I glance around the room.  Roxel is sitting with one leg slung over her throne.  She's got her chin propped on her fist and her dark eyes, glazed with boredom, are following a pair of wood elves chasing each other across the windowsill.  She doesn’t look worried sick.
     I clear my throat.
     Roxel starts and looks up.  Upon seeing me, her face brightens and her golden ambient light glitters through her dark olive skin.  “Tamrin!”  In an instant she's bounding down the dais and wrapping her arms around me.  She fervently kisses my chin while her eyes ask me why I won't bend down so she can get to the rest of me.
     Her hands wander along my torso until she's tugging my shirt out of my breeches.  I take hold of her wrists.
     A scowl pulls at her mouth.  “You're no fun today, Tam,” she whines.  Leaning back, she fixes me with a glare that speaks little of the fickle, spoiled twenty-something that she looks and acts like, and more like the hundreds of years old, shrewd faerie queen she is.  
     I knit my brows, trying to think of a way to explain that I let a mortal teenaged girl rip out one of her prized roses.  Sorry, I got caught up staring at her incredibly tempting lips?  No, that wouldn't work.  That would inflame Roxel's jealousy.
     Before I can think of what I'm going to say, Roxel demands, “Why are you late?”     
      “Uh,” I breathe.  “Sorry. Leah gave me trouble again.”  It isn’t a complete lie.  
     Roxel growls.  “That thorn in my side little bean-sidhe!  How many times have I told her that you have leave to come back and forth through the Summer Gate whenever you please?  Honestly, I let her guard the Carver Hall sidhe and she thinks she owns the world.”
     “She does let me through,” I mutter.  “Just for a price.”  
     Sometimes I wish I wasn’t part of the Summer Court.  It’s better than being part of one of the Unseelie Courts, but the constant merriment and promiscuity is starting to get boring.  I can’t speak to anyone in this court without wondering if they’re going to paint me into a corner and turn me into some sort of glorified cabana boy.  With the way these Aos Si act, you’d think I’m a white stag or something.  
     Well, I guess in some ways, I am.  To my knowledge, there’s only one other Aos Si like me – a girl born to full Aos Si parents – who also doesn’t have a lick of Aos Si trait or Talent.  I’ve heard it said that her parents moved the whole family to Earth to keep her from the machinations of their Court.  Perhaps that’s why Roxel sends me to Earth so frequently.
     Roxel traces her finger over my chest.  “You know she only wants to play with you ‘cause you’re mine.”
     I roll my eyes toward the ceiling.  Roxel can give me any number of faerie gifts and knight me, but I’m reminded on a daily basis that my disability makes it so I’m nothing more than a toy to the courtiers in the Summer Court….Even Roxel.
     “Whatever,” Roxel shrugs and smiles.  “You're here now.”  She leans into me and trails kisses down my neck.  Her hands slip up my stomach and, despite being tired from dealing with Leah’s infatuation with me, I don't bother pulling them away.  I’ve learned the quickest way to get to and stay on Roxel’s good side is to let her do her thing.  
     I watch, detached, as the few lesser faeries in attendance make themselves scarce.  The only one that remains is Twyla, who sinks into the shadows and watches with eerie interest.  I turn away, uncomfortable with her constant presence.
     I wait another few minutes, letting Roxel wrestle me out of my bracers and my shirt, before speaking.  “I have something I need to, uh, ask you,” I whisper, distracted by her tongue tracing its way around my ear.
     Her nails rake along the ridges of my back muscles, gouging into my skin and making me wince.  “Hmm?”  
     My voice comes out strained.  “It's about the rose garden.”  
     Her fingers have reached their southward destination and she slips them between my waistband and my skin.  “What about it?”  
     I close my eyes, needing to focus beyond her hands in my breeches.  The image of the girl standing in the sunlight pops into my head.  My breath catches and I pitch forward, unprepared for how my body reacts.  I grasp Roxel’s shoulders to ground myself.  
     Roxel takes my reaction as a favorable response to her and her fingers clench until she's pasted against me.  She kisses my collarbone.  “What about the roses?” she whispers sweetly, as if she's teasing me with a faint reminder that I've lost my train of thought.
     Swallowing, I open my eyes and stare over Roxel’s head at the tapestry hung across the room.  A unicorn rampant among a thicket of wild roses.  Stupid roses.  “How much are they worth?”
     Roxel laughs.  Her hot summer breeze breath against my bare skin sends shivers down my spine.  She smoothes her fingers over my goose bumps as she shoves me backwards.  My knees buckle over the back of her bed and I collapse into the swan-feather stuffed pillows, goblin woven blankets, and spider-silk sheets.  I've been here many times, and normally Roxel’s bed feels luxurious and safe. But now, it feels claustrophobic, the embracing warmth asphyxiating.  
     She climbs over me, straddles my hips, and bends over my chest.  Between each word she kisses me.  “One.” Kiss on the lips.  “Very.”  Kiss on the chin.   “Perfect.”  Kiss on the neck.  “Human.”  Kiss on the collar bone.  “Heart.”  Kiss over the heart.  She looks up, smiles as me devilishly, then continues to silently kiss a trail down the length of my body.
 
 



Chapter 11
 
Jeanette
 
     I slump into my seat in study hall and drop my head on my desk.
     “You look like ass.”
     I glower at Celeste, not even humoring her with a response.  It’s her fault the Green Man almost filleted me alive yesterday.
     “What the hell’s wrong with you anyway?  You’re all jumpy and looking over your shoulder.  You couldn’t even drink your coffee without spilling it all over yourself this morning.”
     I splay my hands over my thighs.  Still trembling –I shook all night.  I haven’t slept, haven’t eaten.  I’m too scared he’ll come after me.  I worried Dad; he must think I’m on drugs.
     “What?  Are you scared that Amber’s gonna be mad at you for missing her meet?”
     “It's not like I didn't try to go,” I snap.  Generally pissed at everything, but mostly at Celeste for being an ass-hat, I go on a tirade. “I left the house – even though I’m grounded – and got lost in the woods, ruined my uniform – which got me another month of being grounded, and- and-” my voice chokes and sudden tears spring into my eyes.  I cover my mouth to keep myself from sobbing.
     “Whoa,” Celeste exhales, her eyes and voice surprised.  She scoots over and puts an arm around me as the shivers get worse, wracking my body.  “Jesus, Netti,” she breathes in my ear.  For a minute she’s old Celeste – big eyed, warm, and caring.  “What the hell happened?”
     I lean into her, thankful she’s back.  Finally the girl I know and love.  I knew she wasn’t gone.  It takes me a long moment of trying to compose myself before I speak.  “I went into the park.”
     She’s quiet for a long moment, her eyes wide and uncertain.  “I thought you avoided the park like the plague.”
     “I do,” I insist, voice high and whiney as I mop up my tears with the edge of my sleeve, “but I was trying to get to Amber's meet on time so I took this short-cut I used to know – but I got lost.”  I take a harsh breath.  “I got attacked by the Green Man.”
     Celeste tenses against me and I sense old Celeste withdrawing and the doors closing her in again.  She pulls away and stares at me, expression blank.  “Seriously?”
     I give her an incredulous expression.  “Yeah, seriously.”  I can’t believe she’s even asking that.
     She wrinkles her nose and her eyes go hard.  “I don’t believe you.”
     I struggle for breath, confused.
     “I mean, joking about this?  It’s ridiculous…desperate.”
     “Desperate?” I squeak.  “What-”
     “No,” Celeste says, standing and collecting her bag.  “I’m not gonna listen to this.  I can deal with your little imaginary crushes or whatever, but lying about being raped by an urban legend to redeem yourself for missing Amber’s meet?”  She shakes her head.  “That’s just sick.”
     Rape?  Who said anything about rape?  I open my mouth to argue with her, but nothing comes out.  I’m too shocked to compile an argument for myself.
     She turns from me.  “You better think of something better to say to Amber when you see her.  She actually cried because you didn’t come.  And here you are with your fake tears.”
     “B-but they’re not fake!” 
     She rolls her eyes and walks away.
     I stare after her, the icy chill of Celeste’s disbelief bringing me down from my wired paranoia.  She doesn’t believe me.  She sees this as an act of desperation.  And that’s really what it is, isn’t it?  Desperation to prove myself the better friend leading me into a place that embodies my worst nightmares?  Maybe the whole thing was a nightmare?  A hallucination combining my overactive imagination, my interest in the fanciful, Amber’s story of the Green Man, my fear of Carver Hall Park, and my need to put a face on the monster that stole Timmy.
     Perhaps Celeste is right.  Maybe what I thought happened yesterday didn’t happen at all.  Maybe I let my fear get the better of me?  That’s what a psychologist would say, right?  If I reported getting attacked by a green skinned man, no one would believe me.  I must have imagined it.
     Honestly, I like that idea better than me possibly being right.  Because if I am right, then there’s a green-skinned killer after me.
      I don’t tell anyone else what happened.  I’m too afraid no one will believe me.  The more I think about it, the more I don’t believe me.  I mean, really?  A green-skinned man?  Who dresses like he’s part of the SCA, prowls around the woods like he’s in the freaking Hunger Games, and then wigs out because I picked a silly rose?  None of it makes sense.  Even if he is real, he was probably only trying to scare me…I mean, he’s way bigger than me and armed…he could have raped or killed me but he didn’t.  So, what does that make him?  A posturing Greenpeace advocate with a really good paint job?
     At lunch, Celeste stays quiet as I explain to Amber that I got grounded and couldn’t come to her meet.  While she’s disappointed, she understands, which I knew she would.  
 



Chapter 12
 
Jeanette 
 
     By the end of the day, I almost believe it‘s all a crazy fantasy I dreamed up…Something I read out of a book.  And even if it is real?  Well, I’m not dead and he didn’t rape me, so he’s probably some kind of sociopath with a penchant for wildflowers and my mind was playing tricks on me, making me think he was green.  Best way to avoid him?  Stay out of the park.  Which I intend to do at all costs.
     In calculus, I take a hall pass and make my way to the bathroom in the music wing.  It’s the cleanest and least used bathroom in the school, so I don’t mind making the longer trip across campus – besides it gets me out of calc.  
     I do my business and as I’m flushing, the door opens.  I step out of the stall, tucking in my shirt.
     “You know, Lovely, you shouldn’t have run from me yesterday.”
     Freezing, I look up.  Green Man is sitting on the window sill, his long, raven-black hair outlining him like a death shroud.
     Instinct kicks in and I turn to flee, but he magically appears in front of me, his massive body blocking the door.  He flashes a dark smirk.  “There really is no need to run.”  
     I backpedal until my butt hits a sink.  Dread leaks to my toes, making my bones feel like linguini.  Good thing I already went to the bathroom because I’d be peeing my pants in terror right now.  Slapping my hands over my eyes, I start that age old manta, “You’re not real.  You’re not real.  You’re not real.”
     “Aren’t I?” He’s so close I feel his breath on my face, sense his body on the tips of the tiny hairs on my face.  “Shall I convince you I am real?”
     I peek between my fingers.  He’s there.  He’s lost his Ren Faire garb and is dressed in a school uniform – which is weird – and his handsome face is near enough that too deep a breath would bring his nose to mine.  I lean backward until I’m practically sitting in the sink.  I want to turn away, to run, but he has his hands planted on both sides of me.  
     What do I do?  How do I make him go away?  Am I psychotic?  Schizophrenic?  Should I even be talking to him?  Does humoring hallucinations make psychosis better or worse?  Maybe if I can figure out what he wants, he’ll go away?
     I struggle for my voice.  “W-what do you want?”
     He takes a step back, giving me room to breathe.  “Just to talk.”  He gestures toward my half tucked in shirt.  “Please continue with your business.”
     I ignore his prompt and back around the first sink.  “T-talk?  Y-you’re not going to hurt me?”
     He cocks his head and raises his hands.  “I don’t have any weapons.”
     Glancing at his big paws, I say, “You don’t need weapons.”
     He shoves his fingers into his pockets.  “I’m only here to talk.”  He circles me.  I try to spin to keep tabs on him, but he’s back on the sill before I see him move.  He’s quick.  Unnaturally so. With reflexes that fast, he certainly could’ve done anything he wanted to me already.
     “H-how do I know you won’t hurt me?”
     “You have my word.  I won’t hurt you.” He shrugs.  “For now.”
     I swallow the massive lump in my throat.  “For now?”
     He smirks.  “For now.”
     I bite my trembling lips.  “H-here?  Talk?  In the girls bathroom?”  I’d rather talk somewhere more public, in case I need help…Then again, if I’m nuts, maybe it’s good we’re somewhere private.
     Green Man sits forward and looks around the room.  “You don’t honestly take baths in here, do you?”
     His question sounds so sincere that, for a moment, I stare open mouthed, taken aback by his naivety.  I shake my head, trying to stay on track.  “You shouldn’t be in here.  It’s creepy.”
     His grey eyes speak levels of hostility that make me cringe.  “Well, All Beauty No Brains, if you hadn’t escaped payment, I wouldn’t have to find you.”
     My cheeks flare hot at being called All Beauty No Brains – which is both a compliment and an insult.  “You attacked me with a knife!  Anyone with a brain would run from you.”
     Putting his elbows on his knees, he leans forward and meets my eyes.  “Anyone with a brain wouldn’t have picked one of those roses.”
     I scowl, more annoyed than afraid.  “How’d you get in here anyway?”  As soon as the words leave my mouth I know they verify his assumption that I’m an idiot.  The answer is obvious.  Wearing that school uniform, he looks like he belongs here.  No one would look twice at him.  Well, maybe they would – he’s still green.  Wanting to cover my slip, I say, “Where’d you get that uniform?”  Then the horrible fear slips out. “You-you didn’t kill anybody, did you?”
     “Kill anybody?” he repeats, voice incredulous.  “What do I look like?” 
     “A killer.”
     He lifts his chin.  “I don’t kill humans.  Your lot isn’t worth my time.”  
     I blink.  “Humans?”  So…He’s not real.
     Ignoring me, he pulls at the lapel of his jacket and looks down at it, his expression appraising.  “I have a friend who’s a Manifester.  He did a good job, don’t you think?  You don’t want to know what I went through to get him to make it.”
      “You still have your head so it couldn’t have been that bad.”
     He smirks and a deep dimple pinches his right cheek.
     I look away, unnerved by his crooked smile, and search for something to say, something to figure out if he’s an illusion. I wash my hands…They’re shaking again. “What’s a Manifester?”
     “You’re awfully curious,” he teases as he twists, putting his feet on the ledge and leaning against the window frame.  His eyes meet mine in the mirror and I’m struck with how familiar his face is.  It must be a coincidence; I’ve never met this guy.  I don’t know any men who can turn green at will.  It’s because he’s a hallucination.  I’ve probably seen his face on a stranger and my mind is borrowing the image to make up this fantasy.
     Looking away, I reach for the towel dispenser.  “It’s not every day that green,” I pause.  What should I call him?  Is he a person?  Well, he’s still shaped like a human being.  “-people talk to me.  I’m trying to prove to myself that I’m not crazy.  If you can answer my questions then you have to be more than a figment of my imagination.” I look back to him. “Right?”
     He shrugs.  “I suppose.”
     “So, Manifesters…?”
     “Can pull anything out of thin air.”
     I dry my hands, slow and meticulous.  “That’s not possible.”
     “Anything is possible.”
     “Including glowing green skin?”
     His smirk deepens and he flashes even, white teeth.  “Yes, green skin included.”  Eyes still on mine – capturing mine – he slides off the sill and his hand shoots toward me.  He takes the towel from me and grabs hold of one of my hands. “You’re shaking.”
     I look down at his hand on mine.  “I’m scared of you.”
     The skin under his eyes pinches.  “If you’re dreaming, then why fear me?  Perhaps your body knows something your brain does not.”
     Swallowing, I fight to find words.  “S-so, you’re really real?  You’re real and you attacked me?”
     Smiling indulgently, his fingers slip up my forearm, shackling my wrist.  I glance at his hand again.  “L-let go.”  He doesn’t move.  “Please.”
     Grudgingly, his fingers slide away.  He stares at me.  I stare at him, my lungs feeling like a bellows and my stomach hitching in violent threat.
     A loud beep screams over the PA, making me jump – breaking the spell.  “Well, that’s the bell,” I say in a nervous octave.  “Gotta go.”  I inch toward the door.  “You shouldn’t come in here again.”  I don’t know if I mean the building or my head.  I turn and run, but he’s at my side, hand clamping around my wrist again.
     “Wait.”
     Numb with terror, I look up at him.  He’s taller by a head and his callused fingers easily encircle my wrist.  I notice the dark, purplish shadows of hickies along the side of his neck.  Why would a figment have those?  Hickies signal interactions with other real-life beings, right?  Does that mean he’s telling the truth?  He’s real?  For a moment, neither of us seems certain what to do.
     “You stopped shaking,” he whispers.
     I glance down, wanting to ascertain he’s telling the truth.  He is.  Why did I stop shaking?
     “You still owe me,” he says, too close.  “For the rose.”
     “Fine, I told you I’d pay you back.”  I tug a little.  “But I have to go.  I can’t be late for class.”
     “I will come to your house tonight.”
     Alarm shoots through me.  “You-you know where I live?” I gasp, gawking with incredulity.  “What are you, a stalker or something?”  Is that worse than a killer?
     His brow crunches and his fingers go limp; I take the opening and wrench my wrist away.  He lets me.  “I have never stalked you.  Stalking is for prey,” he says, pursuing me as I back away from him.  “I know where you live because you live beside my forest and I see you put out the cat in the morning.”
     Oh.  Well, that seems logical…
     “I will come to you.  You won’t get away with tearing up the Summer Queen’s roses.”
     I pull up short.  “Summer Queen?”  The bell rings again and I glance at the PA speaker, cursing the damn thing for making my life hard.  Much as I don’t want to hang around this imaginary weirdo, I want to ask him what the hell he’s talking about.  However, I’m late for Spanish, not doing my grade any favors.  If I mess up anymore I’ll be grounded for life.
     I’m through the door and halfway down the hall before I hear Green Man yell after me.
     “Tonight!  Don’t forget!”
 
 



Chapter 13
 
Tamrin
 
     When Lovely comes home, she’s deep in a tearful argument with her father.  I don’t dare go into the house with his watchful gaze shifting from the kitchen to where she sits crying at the table.  He looks ready to draw blood.  By the increase of tears, she looks like she’s losing.  I crouch under the window and strain to hear what they’re saying.
     “-told you this thousands of times, Jeanette.  If you aren’t doing well, you need to be responsible.  Being late to class isn’t going to help you.”
     “I know, Dad, it was an accident.  I got- got sidetracked.  There was this guy-”
     “Great!  Now you’re letting boys get between you and school.”
     Enmire tugs at my sleeve.  “I think she’s talking about you, Master.”
     I cringe; she’s in trouble because of me.  
     “Don’t you want to get into a good college?”
     “Yes!” she grunts.  “But that’s not the point!  You’re not listening, Dad!  This guy is-”
     “Honestly,” he interrupts, “I don’t want to hear any excuses.  Especially if they’re about boys.  Is that why you’re not doing well?  There’s a guy involved?  Who is it?  I’ll expel him!”
     Enmire giggles beside me.
     “Dad!”  She seems embarrassed.  “No, there’s no one in sch-”
     “If you’re having so much trouble, why not get a tutor?  I thought Celeste was helping you?”
     Growling to herself, Jeanette rubs her temple as more tears of exasperation seep from her lids.  “Would you just listen?  That’s not why I was late.  And besides, she doesn’t help with anything these days except giving me a headache.”
     “Maybe you should stop spending so much time with her.”
     “No way, Dad!  She’s, like, my best friend.”
     “Best friends don’t let each other fail Spanish.  Honestly, Nett, your grades haven’t dropped this bad since your mother died.  What’s wrong?”
     “Oh my gosh,” she groans and I hear a distinct thunk.  In the back of my mind I visualize her dropping her head to the table in defeat.  She does that when she’s frustrated.  I grimace at this imagined detail and peek over the sill.  Sure enough, the girl named Jeanette is bowed over an aquamarine placemat, her hair ballooned around her head.  I can’t help but smile.  I must have seen her do that one morning while doing my rounds.
     “Why won’t anyone listen to me,” she moans.  Her voice sounds strained, tired, and a little muffled behind all her hair.  “What did I do to deserve this?”
     Her father continues, ignoring her.  “Senior-itis isn’t going to impress a college application committee.”
     She sighs, her shoulders dropping in resignation.  “I know.”
     Her father slams a pot on the stove, making Enmire squeak and duck under my arm.  “If you know, then why are we having this conversation?”
     Jeanette looks up.  Her expression seems every bit like she wants to say, “You started it.”  She’s got a triple line indentation on her forehead from resting on the placemat.  “It’s not like I’m doing this on purpose.  You know I want to get into a good college.”
     Her dad doesn’t say anything as he pulls vegetables out of their refrigerator and lays them on the cutting board.  Jeanette watches him expectantly and when he doesn’t reply she turns and wipes tears off her flushed cheeks.  She stands and moves to leave, but her dad cuts her off with a harsh voice.
     “Where do you think you’re going?”
     “Upstairs.” She sounds confused.
     “I want you to sit and do your homework down here tonight.”
     Jeanette puts her hand on her hip and sighs.  “Dad, I’m not five.  I can do my homework without supervision.”
     He lifts the knife off the cutting board and points it at her.  A few chunks of tomato plop onto the counter.  “You want another month of being grounded?”
     Enmire asks, “You don’t think he’d use that on her, do you?”
     I shake my head.
     For a long moment, Jeanette seems petulant, but eventually she sits and riffles through her bag.  I climb the sycamore tree outside the kitchen window and wait, Enmire perched beside me like a gargoyle.  
     Looking half distracted, like perhaps she’s expecting someone to pop out of one of the cabinets, Jeanette completes her homework for every class before glancing uneasily at the three-inch thick conversational Spanish book.  
     A marvelous, tangy smell emanates from the exhaust vent and my stomach growls, but I don’t dare move.  With my luck, she’ll duck out before I get a chance to get her payment from her.  She closes her book and, with impeccable timing, her father comes over with two navy blue bowls.  He leans over and kisses her on the forehead before going back to the counter and returning with a basket of bread.  They pray before dinner and he quizzes her on Spanish vocabulary while they eat. I wait.
     When they finish and she stands at the kitchen sink and washes the dishes, I climb down and ready myself for a visit.  Enmire calls to me, “Will you bring me a treat?”
     “No, I will not bring you something to eat.  You’re fat and spoiled as it is.”
     He mumbles in his native Rhumbrining, probably cursing me.
     Ignoring him, I say, “Wish me luck.”
     “I hope she kicks you in the nads!”
     Rolling my eyes, I move to the window.  I expect Jeanette to retreat to her room since her homework is complete, but as her father disappears into the living room, she glances around uneasily then trails after him like a frightened puppy.  I switch windows in time to see them settle in to read – her father in a stiff leather chair and Jeanette curled up on the couch with White Cat.
     Enmire laughs at me, all mockery.  Growling to myself, I pace the edges of the neglected flower beds.  She’s purposely avoiding me.  Stupid Jeanette.  Stupid Manga.  Manga?  What's that?  I pause and look through the window.  She's reading a picture book with a dark-clad man on the back cover.  She flips a page in the opposite direction.  She's reading it backwards?  How odd.  Can't she wait for the end?  Is she one of those humans who eats her dessert first?  Pft, like her mother would ever allow that.
     Why would I think that?  I don’t know the first thing about mothers.  I scratch my head. Speaking of…Where is her mother?  Human family units are similar to Aos Si family units – which makes sense since Aos Si are part human.  There should be a mother and a father and offspring.  But I’ve never seen Jeanette’s mother.  I see the mother in pictures on the mantle.  Jeanette looks a lot like her – a good thing because that means she'll age well.  Then I remember her father saying something about her mother being dead.  I glance at Jeanette.  The fact that Jeanette no longer has her mother seems very sad to me.  Perhaps because I don’t have one either.
 



Chapter 14
 
Jeanette
 
     As the mantle clock chimes ten, I close my book and glance around the living room.  Dad’s passed out in his chair, snoring.  I look at Black Butler, the latest manga that Emily shoved in my backpack this afternoon, and smile.
     Thank God for Emily.  I don't know what I'd do with my dorky obsession with anime and manga if it weren't for her.  Celeste may make fun of it, but ogling hot supernatural anime guys sure beats trying to find something favorable in the incestuous puddle of hormone-suppressed Catholic boys I've known since kindergarten.  And now look where your lust for adventure has gotten you, Jeanette.
     For a moment, my mind conjures Green Man flashing his big, stupid smirk and saying, “I’m one hell of an imaginary man.”
     Sighing at my own twisted mind, I shove Neko-Neko off of my lap and stand.  Much as I’m not keen on leaving my father’s presence, I know I can’t hide behind him like a frightened child forever.  “Goodnight, Dad.”
     Startled, Dad straightens and blinks.  “Oh, g'night,” he says through a yawn.
     Dread pooling in my stomach, I tuck my book under my arm.  Slipping out of the room, I ninja-climb the two flights to my bedroom.  No sign of a stalker.  As I close my door, I hear Dad turn the television to the late night news.  The sound of the weather report cutting through the silence of the house is a comfort.  Sunny with no chance of clouds or rain.
     I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.  “You’re being stupid,” I say to myself.  I file Black Butler into the wall-length shelf of books in my room and turn around.  
     Him.
     With a choked gasp, I fling myself backward and smash into the shelf, knocking most of my books to the floor.  For an instant, a scream bubbles up, but I note the presence of both knife and arrows and choke it back.  A scream would bring Dad running and, in the unlikely event he is real, I don't want Green Man to kill him.
     I swallow hard and try my best to look more angry than frightened.   I half turn to recover my books, hiding my face behind my hair while still keeping an eye on him.  “What the hell are you doing in here?” I demand.
     Green Man crouches beside me.  “You knew I was coming.  I did tell you.  And you made an obvious point of avoiding me.”  He picks up books and hands them to me.  I shove them onto the shelf, not paying attention whether they’re in alphabetical order.  “It’s very rude to make people wait, you know.  I missed dinner.”  
     I give a sarcastic roll of my eyes at the book in my hands.  “Pardon me for not being sensitive to your needs.”
     Green Man picks up a copy of Nephilim John and inspects it.  “Angels?”
     Feeling myself blush, I tear the book out of his hand and cradle it against my chest.  “I like paranormal stuff, okay.”  I move to the side in a protective gesture.  “I refuse to be judged by a sociopath.”
     “I’m a sociopath, am I?” Green Man asks as he wanders over and sits on the edge of my bed.  
     “Imaginary sociopath.”
     His eyes peruse my room with interest, his brows lifting and lowering at each new discovery – especially my Game of Thrones poster.  It must surprise him that he’s not the first person to dress like he belongs in a castle – which he totally does.  One would have thought he’d get rid of the school uniform and go back to his Snow White and the Huntsman get-up, but apparently murderous house-calls warrant something more gentlemanly.
     I bite my lip.  Part of me wants to crank on him about dirtying his lovely outfit, but it’s probably a bad idea to barb the suspected rapist-sociopath-stalker-killer guy.  Even if he’s not real, he might get spiteful and cause a brain aneurism or something.  “Look, you didn't answer my question,” I remind, turning to put Nephilim John on the shelf.  “Why are you here?  Why can’t you just leave me alone?”  There’s desperation in my voice.  “What are you?  Like, a cat or something?  Play with your prey before you kill it?”
     “Much as the idea of playing with you entertains me, Lovely, I’m sort of in a time crunch.”  Green Man's voice sounds amused.  “You know why I'm here.  The rose?”
     “Oh, right.” I picked a rose.  The Greenpeace advocate wants money.  Well, if that’s all I need to do to get him to leave…  I walk to the piggy bank sitting on my desk.  There's a good amount of cash in it.  I've been saving my allowance and the money I make working at the ice cream stand at the lake over the summers to buy a car.  Goodbye dream Leaf.  “How much do I owe you,” I ask, turning the bank over and pinching at the rubber stopper.
     “Your heart.”
     He sounds so sincere that I have to look up to make sure he's smirking.  He’s not.  “My heart?” I scoff in disbelief.  What's with this guy?  First he pulls a knife on me, then he stalks me, and now he wants a date?  “You’re joking, right?”
     Green Man stands and comes toward me.  His eyes are like bottomless pools of cool Alaskan water – murky grey with gold and green floating in its depths.  He reaches out, takes the bank out of my fingers, and places it on the desk with a thunk.
     For a long moment, he stares at me.  And I stare back, blushing like an idiot.  And then he steps closer, his voice so deep it vibrates the air between us.  “That's what Roxel says.  One human heart for one rose.”
     “Roxel?” I breathe, suddenly unable to think.  “W-who's that?”
     He takes a step back, as if knowing his presence is a tease.  “Roxel is the Summer Queen.  She's the owner of the rose you plucked,” he replies without missing a beat.
     There's that Summer Queen nonsense again.  I'd almost forgotten about it in my haste to prevent myself from being institutionalized and failing Spanish.  “What's a Summer Queen?”  I know the answer, but I'm hoping the prognosis isn’t as horrible as it seems.  If he says what I think he’s going to say, then I’ll know for certain I’m crazy. 
     “She's the Aos Si that rules over Tír na nÓg, controls the Summer gates between Otherworld and Earth, pays the Summer tithe, and rules over the Summer faeries.”
     I go a little wobbly.  Yeah, that’s the same Summer Queen I was thinking of.  But I know her as the mythical queen of the faeries.  I’m uncertain about all this other stuff.  Did I make that up subconsciously?  Oh good grief, I really am crazy.  My knees go weak and I sink to the floor.  “Ess-Shee?” 
     He squats in front of me, keeping eye contact.  “The Aos Si are the Gentry.  They rule over the faerie races in Otherworld.  They’re very powerful.”
     I scoff.  “What, like for real?  Like, inhuman, supernatural beings?”
     He cocks his head.  “They are perhaps more cruel than your average human, but I would not call them inhuman.  The Aos Si are descended from humans – at least partly.”
     Shaking my head, I say, “You've got to be kidding me.  I mean, I may be into reading this kind of stuff,” I gesture at the heap of manga and fantasy novels on my floor, “but I don't believe it.”  Do I?
     Green Man gives me an annoyed expression.  “Do you think I'm lying to you?  I've never given you a reason to think I'd lie to you.”
     “Okay, fine.  Prove it,” I growl.  “Prove you’re not a hallucination.  Prove faeries and these ess-shee people exist.”
     He spreads his arms wide looks down at himself and lifts his brows.  It looks like he can't help but smirk.  “I glow green, what other kind of proof do you need?”
     He has a point, but I’m not buying it.  “You could be a regular old guy with a weird vitamin deficiency.  Use magic.”
     Green Man’s smirk fades.  “I have no magic.”
     But you’re green!  “No magic?” I repeat with a disappointed shake of my head.  Seriously?  I imagine a hot faerie and he doesn’t even use magic?  That’s crap.  “But, don't all faeries have some kind of magic?”
     “I am not a faerie.”  He sounds both disgusted at the prospect and a little like he’s losing his patience.  “I’m an Aos Si, part human, part angel.  Like I said, we rule the faeries.  Meaning we’re better, more powerful.”
     I crunch a brow and make an obvious point of glancing back at Nephilim John – which I’m sure he just pulled that line of BS from – though kudos to him for knowing what a Nephilim is.  “Right,” I slather on the sarcasm, “and magic wielding faeries would allow themselves to be subjugated by non-magic wielding Aos Si because…?”
     Seeing my point, he tips his head.  “The Aos Si have magic.  They possess the Talent.  It would make no sense for those with angelic blood to not retain some sort of power.”
     “All of them except you, apparently.  So, Mister Non-magic-wielding-Aos Si-lord-who-rules-over-faeries-that-just-obey-you-because-you-don’t-have-magic-and-oh-look-you’re-apparently-descended-from-angels-but-have-no-wings, what exactly do you do in your Ter-na-Otherworld, or whatever it is?”
     He squares his shoulders and straightens.  “I'm a knight of the Summer Court.  I was elected and bestowed with the graces of a knight by the queen herself.  I serve as her personal guard and consort.”
     I laugh.  I laugh until I’m literally crying, because this is really crazy.  I’m totally nuts.  
     “Why are you crying?” he asks.
     I can’t help but grin like a mad woman as I shake my head and attempt to wipe away hysterical tears.  “Graces of a knight?” I wheeze.  “You mean like chivalry?”  He’s lacking in that area.  Big time.  “So let me get this straight, Lancelot, you were elected by the Summer Queen and she made you her personal knight because she's what?  Altruistic?  I mean, no offense, but a magic-less ruler over faeries seems kind of laughable to me.”  I don’t go near the angel bit, I don’t believe it.  I mean, really?  What Catholic girl would believe this jerk is an angel?
     Green Man bites his lip.  He seems to understand where I'm coming from.  “In the Summer Court, there are two things that will give you power.  The magic you are born with and the flesh on your body.  I don't have magic, so I use the other.”
     “Flesh on your…” My jaw drops and I feel the horror spread across my face as I realize he didn’t mean consort in the business partner sense.  He's a man-whore!  That explains a lot. Ugh, gah!  So, what is he, a fallen angel?  Demanding my heart?  What kind of wacked out mind-loop is this?  What would a therapist say to me if I explained that little tid-bit about my imaginary murderer?  “You're disgusting.”  I don’t know if the words are for him or for me.
     I try to slip away – put distance between us, to reject how far this mind-bend is going – but he grabs my elbow.  “Let go!”  I wrench my arm away and back up.
     He stops short.  “Don’t you want to be touched?”
     Yes.  “No.”  At his almost hurt expression, I say, “I mean, I don't know what kind of nasty faerie STIs you're carrying.”  What am I talking about?  I can’t get sick from a hallucination.  But, he doesn’t know that…
     He examines his hand, looking confused.  “STIs?”
     My eyes widen in disbelief.  My own hallucination doesn’t know what STIs are?    “AIDS, herpes, gonorrhea, you know?  Sexually transmitted infections?  Weren't you paying attention in health class?”
     “I have no health class,” he says slowly, as if pronouncing foreign words.
     My stomach drops, making me suddenly doubt my own self-prognosis.  Maybe he’s not a hallucination.  Maybe there actually is a faerie-lord – a killer – standing here demanding my heart…  He continues, unconscious of my sudden doubt.  “I never get sick and neither have any of the Aos Si I've fornicated with.”
     Fornicated?  He seriously said that, didn’t he?  Suddenly, my skin feels irreparably dirty and creepy-crawly, as if being in the same room is infiltrating me with unknown pathogens and marring my soul with bad orgy juju.  How many people has this guy slept with?  He’s unclean – in more than one way.  I grasp the cross around my neck and recite a silent Hail Mary.  Oh crap, I don't know how faerie diseases are spread!  What if they’re airborne?  My stomach feels like up-chucking Dad's beef and barley stew over the sage-green carpet.  I press my free hand to my mouth.  
     Green Man finally notices my discomfort and backs into the center of the room.  “Aos Si have no diseases,” he informs.  “Neither do faeries.”  He shoves his hands under his arm-pits – like he's afraid to touch anything.  “Otherworlders could touch a human with a disease or sickness and never get it,” he mutters.
     I force my hand away from my mouth.  “Just don't touch me anymore, okay?”
     Green Man gives me a long look.  “What if I want to touch you?”
     My temper flares.  “Well, you can't!  It's against the law to touch women without their permission.  Don’t you know that?”
     Green Man scoffs.  “Where I come from you're an outcast if you don't want to be touched.”
     “I guess I'm an outcast,” I snarl and struggle to my feet.  “Go away already.  You can’t have my heart and I have to go to bed.”
     Green Man watches as I pull pajamas out of my drawer.  “You're a very strange girl, Jeanette.”
     I straighten.  The sound of my name coming out of his mouth sends a knife through my chest.  I have to look down to make sure I'm not bleeding.  I grimace at my pajamas.  “I'm weird?” I turn to him and give him my best ‘look who's talking’ expression.  “At least I'm not a hallucinated green faerie, mister...what-ever-your-name-is.” I dismiss him with a flick of my wrist.
     “Tamrin, my name is Tamrin, and-”
     “Tamrin?” I interrupt.  “That a girl’s name.”
     He gives me a flat look, as if daring me to call him girly.  I don’t, so he continues.  “And I’m not a hallucination.  But that doesn't matter.  The only thing that matters is you paying me back for the rose you ruined.”
     I cross my arms.  “You can't have my heart.  I don’t even know you.”
     “That also doesn’t matter.”  Tamrin stares possessively at my chest.  “You will give it to me.”
     I finally realize he’s not talking about a date.  He literally wants my heart – the organ itself.  I put my hand to my chest, as if that would stop him if he decided to go Lizzy Borden on me.  “I kind of need it, you know?”  I say, my tone sarcastic because this is too unreal to warrant being as serious as it really is.
     “I need it, too.”  His hands drop and he's got his dagger in his hand.  He holds it poised like he's ready for a knife fight, but his muscles freeze and he cocks his head, his face perplexed.  “I just…don't know how to get it out without damaging it,” he reflects more to himself than me.  “It has to be perfect.”
     I shove myself back against my shelf, wishing more than anything I could press myself between the pages of someplace else.  Narnia.  Middle Earth.  Hell, Wonderland would make more sense than this.  “Put that thing away!”
     He takes a step toward me.
     Maybe this is my subconscious fear of what happened long ago, showing itself as this guy. Don’t they always say you have to face your fear before it will go away? I take one step toward him.  “I’m serious, Faerie Man.  It’s one thing for you to be all give me your heart, but another thing entirely for my own hallucination to scare me to death.”
     Frowning, he takes another step toward me.  “I don’t understand why you insist on believing I am not real.”  He cocks his head.  “Although, perhaps it will be less painful if you don’t believe that it’s really happening.  I’ve never hurt a woman before, but…I suppose it has to happen one day.”  He lifts the knife again.
     Suddenly cold at my own hallucination’s icy intent, I put my hands up in placation.  “Okay,” I yelp, my voice on the verge of breaking, “How about this, you can have my heart when I'm done with it.”
     He lowers the dagger an inch or two.  “When is that?”
     I shrug.  “I don't know.  Sixty years or so?”
     Shaking his head, he steps closer.  “No, that's too long.  Roxel will notice by then.”  He snatches up my wrist.
     I struggle against him, my tearing eyes never leaving the dagger.  My fear of his Otherworldly germs are forgotten for fear of his weapon.  “Wait, wait!” I whimper as I cower against the wall.  I can feel myself shaking under his hot touch.  My knees are too weak to hold me, I dangle from his grasp like a ragdoll.  He may not be real, but my fear is.  “Can't we talk about this?  I mean, it's just a rose, right?  Let's just go to Hanford's Nursery and get a new one?”  I’m babbling, sniveling, but I don’t care.  Anything to stall my gruesome death.  This may be a hallucination, but I’m all too aware that crazy people can accidentally kill themselves because of what they think is real.  I want to scream for Dad, but I can’t involve him in this.  I have to deal with this on my own.  I have to make Green Man go away…Preferably without scaring myself to death first.  More words spill out.  “Better yet, let's order one out of a catalog.  Those are better, right?  We'll get one exactly like it.  From South America, if you'd like.”
     Tamrin lowers his dagger and gives me a disbelieving look.  “You simply cannot buy any other rose to replace it.”
     “Why?  A rose by any other name and all that, right?”  I try an unsteady smile, hoping he’ll get the Shakespeare reference, but he seems more outraged by the prospect.
     “It was a unique flower.  A magical flower.  Look.”  He puts down the dagger and with his free hand reaches into a side-pack.  He pulls the rose out.  “You picked this yesterday and I have not watered it, yet it doesn't droop or shrivel.  Only…,” he drops my wrist and reaches into the pack with his other hand and pulls out a small handful brilliant red petals – also unwithered, “…this.”
     Sniffling, I stare at the rose, as perfect as it had been sitting on its long thorny stem in the middle of Carver Hall Park, then at the petals sitting like pooling blood in his palm.  
     Sighing, he puts the rose on my desk, then he plops in my swivel chair and stares at the petals in his hand.  “Can you buy a rose that does not droop or wither after being pulled?”  His voice sounds as hopeless and afraid as I feel.  “Any other rose just will not do.”
     I shake my head, knowing I'm sealing my own fate.  My whole body gives out and I sink to the floor, a girl-sized puddle drowning in her own hysteria.  I don’t know what’s real and what’s not.  He seems so concrete, his touch and scent and intent.  But he can’t be, can he?  He’s green and claims to be a faerie lord.  I wrap my arms around my head in rejection, sobbing.
     “You must give me your heart,” Tamrin says quietly – like this is a reasonable request.
     I shake my head against my arm.  “Y-you can't have it.  N-not yet, I mean I haven't gotten to do anything with it yet,” I stammer.  I put my hands over my face.  I don't want to die yet.  I haven't fallen in love, or gotten married, or had kids, or gone to college, or become a career woman…Hell, I don’t even know what I want to be when I grow up.
     “What could a simple human girl want to do?”
     I lift my head and cut my eyes at him.  “What do you care?  You’re only some heartless murderer that I conjured up as a manifestation of all my fears.”
     He stares at me again.  Long and hard.  I don’t know what he sees when he looks at me, only that he’s engrossed in it.  “I’m not a murderer.  Nor am I heartless.”
     I scoff.  “Sure seems like it from here,” I reason.  “You attack me for no reason, stalk me, break into my house, and now you want to cut out my heart.”
     His brows pinch and his lips purse, then he’s quiet for a long moment, as if thinking long and hard about something.  “I do not like that you think these things of me,” he reflects.  More silence.  “I do not know why I care to overturn such wild accusations…But,” he takes a deep breath, “I do.”  His eyes search mine for a moment.  “How much time do you need?”
     I give him an incredulous look.  Is this guy giving me a life limit?  Like the doctors did with Mom?  ‘Two months to live, Genevieve, better learn Russian and go sky diving like you’ve always wanted.’  I shudder.
     My whole life would be preferable, but I can't make any deals with my own angel of death.  Is that what this guy is?  Maybe I ate some strawberries and didn’t know it?  Maybe I’m in an anaphylactic shock induced coma and this is a dream.  Maybe I’m making a deal with my own grim reaper and I don’t even know it.  If that’s so, if this is a dream…Then he should let me live until I’ve fulfilled my dream.  “At least let me go through one year of college?”
     “When's that?”
     “In two years.”
     He shakes his head.  “No, too long.”
     “But,” I reason.  “I want to go to college.  It’s my dream.”
     He bites his lip.  “I would like to allow you that boon, Lovely, I would.  But I can’t wait that long.  I’m sorry.  You've got exactly one year.”  He stands, his expression determined and resolute.  “Until then, you will care for that heart like it is diamond encrusted and I shall make sure of it.”
     I stare at him, unmoving as he goes toward my bed, divests himself of his weapons, and stretches across the side I never sleep on.  He puffs my sushi pillow, shifts into a comfortable position, and settles his gaze on me.
     It takes a minute to compute what’s happening and then I push myself up on wobbly arms.  “No,” I insist with a flick of my head.  “You are not staying here.”
     “I can't go back to Roxel.  She'll want to know about the rose.”
     “Go pawn yourself off on some other chick.  You don't seem to have any problems with that.”
     Tamrin looks around the room.  “No, I like it here.  I'm staying.”
     I feel my jaw drop.  “You can't stay here,” I insist.  “You can't freeload off of my dreams and then steal my heart!”
     He cocks his head, regarding me with thoughtful eyes.  “I can pay, if you like.  I promise you'll be pleased.”  The tone of his voice is far too suggestive.
     I blink, then blush crimson.  “What?  No!”  My voice is too high pitched, scandalized as I am.  “I'm not,” I struggle for words, “I'm not that kind of girl.  I don't do stuff like that.  I'm Catholic.  You know, virgin until marriage.”
     Tamrin frowns and then shrugs.  “Suit yourself.  But, I'm not leaving.”
     Before I know what I’m doing, I’m storming forward, grabbing his dagger from the nightstand, and pointing it at him.   “Go away!”
     Unconcerned grey eyes level at me and crinkle at the corners.  “Who’s the killer now?”
     “I’m not a killer,” I reason.  “I’m defending myself.  You invaded my home and violated my privacy.  I have a right to defend myself and a right to retribution.”
     He lifts a cheeky eyebrow.  “Funny, I could say the same thing to you.”
     I frown.  “Could not.”
     “Could, too.”
     I hold my tongue.  We’re arguing like children.
     When he sees I’m not going to sass him back, he says, “That garden is my home.  I’m in charge of protecting it.  You trampled in and ripped up a rose that was my responsibility.  Now, if I don’t right the wrong you’ve done, my life is forfeit.  Explain to me why my situation is any different than yours.”
     I can’t, so I don’t.  If he’s telling the truth, then he’s right.  I’ve violated his property and put his life in danger.  He has a right to defend himself – to seek retribution.  I just don’t want it to come out of my skin.
     “I think I’m being very fair with you,” he says.  “I could have gutted you yesterday, you know I could have.”
     “Not if you aren’t real,” I snap.
     He sits up, making me take a step back.  “You’re still caught up on that?”
     “I’d prefer crazy over dead.”
     Tamrin unfolds himself from my bed and stands tall.  I hold the knife at ready, uncertain.  He simply walks at me.  I back up until my rear end hits the wall.  But he still comes forward, so I hold the knife higher.  “Stop,” I breathe.  “What are you doing?”
     He smirks.  “Proving my point.”  He walks to the point of the knife and leans forward until it pricks his neck and a tiny, ruby red blood droplet slips down the cold steel.
     With a gasp, I drop the knife and stare wide-eyed at the blood trickling down his hickey bruised neck.  Hickies.  Right, I saw those this afternoon…and they meant something – an important fact that I chose to conveniently forget in my pursuit of craziness.  They prove, like the blood does now, Tamrin is real.  Tamrin is more human than any kind of faerie, angel, or imaginary monster he pretends to be.
     He reaches up and puts his fingers to the tiny wound, draws them away and looks at the blood.  “Do hallucinations bleed, Jeanette?”
     “I-I-” 
     He grabs my trembling fingers and presses them against his chest.  “Do they have heart beats?  Do they breathe?”
     I stare up at him.  “I-I don’t know.”
     He drops my hand and turns to the nightstand where he takes a tissue and presses it against his neck.  He sits on the bed.  “Hallucination or not.  Whether either of us wants to or not.  I will take your heart.  It’s only fair.”
     I look at the bloody knife sitting on the floor.  “Not if I kill you first.”
     He leans against the bed and sighs.  “Go ahead.  Dying by your hand would be better than what Roxel will do to me if she finds out about her rose.  Although,” he gives me a dark smirk, “she probably won’t like it if you kill me.  We might both end up dead.  At least if you die at my hand, I’ll be merciful.”
 



Chapter 15
 
Tamrin
 
     Jeanette's finally asleep.  I can tell by the silence in the hall.  She's such a foolish girl.  Who locks themself in a bathroom and sobs on the floor until she passes out?  And why sleep on the floor when there's plenty of room in the bed?
     I slip off of the comforter, choose a few twisted silver bobbles out of the heart-shaped crystal dish on her desk, and tip-toe into the hallway.  It takes less than a minute for me to pick the lock on the bathroom door with the bobbles.  She’s curled into a little ball on the big fluffy mat.  Smiling, I kneel close to her.  Even in sleep, she looks like she's trying to figure out the meaning of life.  Her right brow has a perpetual crimp.  She's going to end up with a wrinkle if she's not careful.
     I put my hand on her shoulder.  She doesn't respond so I slide my fingers under her knees and rib cage and lift her off the floor.  She's heavier than I expected, but then it's not every day I carry a human in my arms.  Female Aos Si are naturally bird-boned, a result of our angelic heritage.  Sometimes I'm terrified I'm going to break them.
     Jeanette's weight is real and resilient; it's a strange comfort – like the weight of a human girl was what my arms were meant for.  I cradle her against my chest, staring at her sleeping face, breathing in the intoxicating scent of her unkempt hair, liking the feel of her warm smooth legs against my arms and hands.  Her breath suddenly catches and her brow furrows deeper as she moans and shifts in my arms.
     Afraid of how upset she’d be to wake and find me holding her, I slip back into her room and set her on the bed.  
     With a shiver, she curls back into a ball and white-knuckle fists her pillow.  “Timmy,” she whispers. “Don't go, Timmy.”  
     The tears gathering at the corners of her dark brown lashes pull little bits of my heart.  Sitting beside her, I ease her cock-eyed spectacles off her face and place them on the nightstand.  I'll stay with you.  It's a silly thought.  Of course I'm staying, but not because she needs someone to watch and protect her while she's having nightmares.  It's because I need something from her.
     Besides, what sort of comfort would she get out of my presence?  She doesn’t even think I’m real.  And when she did?  I hold my hand in front of me.  I still feel her shaking in my grasp, still smell the sickly-sweet odor of fear and adrenaline on her skin.  She's terrified of me.  
     No, she shouldn't get comfortable.  Giving up her heart is going to hurt – a lot.  But what can I do?  It's me or her.  My life or her life.  My heart or her heart.  Either way, Roxel's going to get her new rose.  She's awfully grumpy when something doesn't go her way.
     Jeanette is still shaking.  With cold or fear?  I don’t know why and I don’t care; I only know I need to stop the shaking.  I smooth her hair, offering warmth and comfort.
 
 



Chapter 16
 
Jeanette
 
     I slam my hand on the alarm, struggle my glasses over my face, and roll over.  It takes me a minute to realize something about my situation is wrong.  I'm in bed and I know I didn't start in bed.  Shooting bolt upright, I stare across the room.  Tamrin's eyes meet mine.  I part my lips to demand an explanation, but my door opens and Dad pops his head in.  Tamrin goes statue-still on the other side of the door.
     “Rise and shine, petunia,” Dad says brightly.  He's never short on annoying A.M. greetings.
     I force a smile, but I get the distinct feeling I look like I'm in pain.  
     Dad’s eyes turn wary.  “Uh oh, it's not that time of the month is it?” 
     “Dad!” I whine, embarrassed.  He'll never get over his frat days, I swear.  
     He ducks a few inches behind the door – like he expects a pillow thrown at him.  Trust me, if I was going to throw something at someone, it would be at tall, tawny, and handsome standing on the other side of the door.  Where is his shirt?  What's with the human skin tone?  Where did the green go?  He must have washed it off.  I knew he was just a normal person!  And what’s that weird thorn bush tattoo all over his chest?  I doubt faeries or angels have tattoos.
     I tear my eyes away from Tamrin, hoping Dad hasn't noticed me staring at my would-be executioner.  “What's for breakfast?” I ask, trying to sound normal even though nothing about this situation is normal.
     “Pancakes?”
     Tamrin nods and a few strands of raven hair fall out of the loose pony tail hanging over his muscular, bare shoulder.  
     I cringe and Dad takes it as a no.  “Cereal it is.”  He ducks out and Tamrin and I wait for his footsteps to fade before glancing at each other.
     “Where are your clothes?” I demand, trying my best not to stare at him, but it’s incredibly hard.  He's not totally naked, thank God, but a shirtless Tamrin might as well be naked in the world of Jeanette.  My face is hot and my heart thudding.  He might be my future murderer, but he’s a yummy looking, half naked in my bedroom, murderer.  And now, without the glowing green, he looks like a normal guy.  “And what happened to your skin?”
     Tamrin glances at himself, as if he hadn’t noticed.  “It’s not permanent.  I told you, I don’t glow like a normal Aos Si.  Roxel gave me certain powers so I could perform my duties as a knight.”
     I knit my brow.  “And you need to glow green to be a knight?”
     He shrugs.  “I do what she tells me.”
     “Well,” I say, feeling my face warm for no stupid reason, “you look better without it.”  I quickly add, “Chartreuse isn’t your color.”
       His mouth does that crooked grin thing.  “I’ll keep that in mind…Anyway,” his brows pull tight over his stormy eyes and he frowns, “you and I have to work on this silent communication thing.  I want pancakes.”
     Sighing, I shove my hair back.  “Trust me.  You don't want Dad's cooking.”
     “Smelled fine to me last night,” he reasons.  Then, crossing his buff arms, he leans against the wall.  “I haven't eaten in almost two days.  I'm famished.”
     Sighing, I slide across the bed, then pause.  This side is warm – like someone recently laid here.  I glance at Tamrin accusingly, but he avoids my glare by feigning interest in my poster of Jensen Ackles.
     Feeling violated, I pull my knees to my chest and lock my arms around them.  “Okay, that’s going too far.”
     Tamrin purses his lips and when he speaks, I can tell he’s choosing his words carefully.  “I didn’t think you should have to inconvenience yourself on my account.  The bed is big enough for both of us.”
     Scowling, I say, “I’m already inconvenienced!  You’re threatening to kill me, you psycho!  This is my bed, my room, my house.  You’re not welcome here.”
     He flinches slightly, like my words actually wound him, but then he lifts his chin.  “That’s irrelevant.”
     “It’s relevant to me.” I push out of bed and storm toward my closet.  “I mean, you slept with me!  You touched me while I was sleeping!”  At that verbal realization, I resist the urge to do a gross-out dance.   A complete STI ridden stranger – with a very colorful fantasy life, if his insistence on being a faerie-lord is any indication – not only slept in my room, but carried me to bed and had the nerve to sleep next to me, all while fantasizing about carving me up like a friggin’ Christmas ham!  
     Stiff with rage and creepers, I rummage through my clothes.  “Look, I get that you’re crazy and want to kill me,” I say.  I’ll now accept he’s a corporeal being and not a hallucination, but I don’t believe any of the other crap he’s feeding me.  I mean, faeries and angels?  Come on.  He’s the crazy one, not me.  “But you’re not allowed to violate my personal space.  Ever.  And you’re not allowed to stay here.  Go home, stop stalking me, and come back when it’s time.”  Which will give me plenty of time to call the cops – which I would have done last night if I didn’t think he’d kill me or Dad on the spot.  You can’t be too careful with psychopaths.
     When he speaks, his voice is indignant.  “I don’t understand why you’re so upset.  If Roxel fell asleep on the floor and I carried her back to bed, she’d be grateful.  And she likes when I sleep with her, she says I’m warm.”
     “Right, I forgot, you sleep with your queen.”  I roll my eyes at my sweaters.  “You have an amazing fantasy life.”
     “Why are you so angry at me, Jeanette?  I didn’t do anything to you.”
     I get the feeling he’s telling the truth, but that doesn’t make it any less creepy.  He doesn’t even understand that it’s creepy.  “They teach foul manners in your world.  Don’t you know the first thing about being a knight?”  Part of me itches to rip my copy of the collected works of Chrétien de Troyes off the floor and pelt it at his head.  If he’s gonna lie, at least lie correctly.
     He doesn’t respond, but I feel his eyes.  I give a subtle glance to the mirror to verify my sixth sense and sure enough he's watching me like a cat ready to pounce on a mouse.  The room is too small and asphyxiating with both of us.  Turning around, I throw my sweater on the ground.  “Why are you staring at me?” I demand, sounding more annoyed than freaked out – which is exactly what I am.  I’m beyond freaked out.  I’m getting really pissed at this guy.  “You’re a total creeper!”
     Looking agitated, Tamrin rubs a finger down the particularly bluish-looking lock of hair over his ear.  “What is that thing called?”  He gestures at my outfit.
     I'm wearing a spaghetti strap tee and a pair of old volleyball shorts.  I bite the inside of my cheek.  Yeah, probably not the best thing to wear with a suspected rapist in the room.  “Pajamas,” I say flatly as I turn away.  “They’re just junky old clothes.”
     Tamrin scoffs.  “They look very good on you.”
     Flustered and intent on ignoring his comment, I bend and snatch my sweater from the floor.
     “Especially when you do that.”  His voice is all sorts of pleased and I can't help but self consciously cover my ass with my sweater and turn.
     “Don't get any ideas, Faerie Man,” I warn. “I've taken karate.”  In like fourth grade.  For a week.  But he doesn't need to know that.
     “With you?” He flashes a teasing grin and his voice is all dark purr.  “Never.”
     Blushing, I look away.  “Whatever.  I'm going to get breakfast.  You better be gone when I come back or I’ll call the cops.”  As I slip through the door, Tamrin follows me into the hall.  “What do you think you're doing?  You can't come with me.”
     “Why?”
     “Are you kidding me?  If Dad knew I had a guy in here last night, he’d kill us both.”
     “Not if I kill him first.”
     Alarm shoots through me and I get defensive.  I take a step toward him, meeting his gaze, and plant my fists on my hips.  “If you touch my Dad, the deal’s off.  I'll drive a stake through my heart.  Don’t touch my friends or my dad.”
     For a moment, he looks about to argue with me, but I say, “My house, my rules.”
     Scowling, he paces back and forth between the bathroom door and my room.  He looks like a caged beast.  “I'm hungry.”
     “You've got a bow.  Go shoot a squirrel, Mister Faerie Knight.”  I slip down the stairs, leaving him staring after me with those piercing eyes.
 
Between chewing my Kashi and drinking my Tropicana, I start thinking about the few hours that I thought I was the crazy one and I begin to feel bad for how crazy Tamrin actually is.  As much as he postures about killing me, I’m pretty sure he’s not going to.  He’s simply caught up in his neurosis.  And he only wants pancakes.  He probably doesn’t get decent pancakes at whatever institution he broke out of.



     As Dad disappears into the study, I slip into the kitchen and, sighing, I reach into the top cabinet for the flour.  I can’t believe I’m making him pancakes.  Geez, I’m such a softie.
 
 



Chapter 17
 
Tamrin 
 
     When Jeanette leaves, I’m tempted to storm down for breakfast anyway.  Does she intend on starving me?  Still, I’ll do as she wishes.  Needing something to take my mind off the pit in my stomach, I busy myself with tidying up.
     I’ve replaced the books, made the bed, prepared myself for the day, and am thumbing through one of her backward picture books when Jeanette comes into the room.
     I hear her sigh of relief as she heads toward the table.  “I’m glad you’ve given up the phosphorescent paint,” she says.  “Here.”  She puts a plate on the desk.
     Pancakes.  For me.  Perhaps she prefers poison over starving me.  “I thought your father’s cooking sucked.”
     Crossing her arms, Jeanette leans against the edge of the desk.  “It does, but mine doesn’t.”
     I cock my head and give her a disbelieving expression.  “You made me breakfast?”
     She turns away.  “I’m hoping if I feed you, you’ll stop hanging around like a starving puppy.”
     Putting the book aside, I investigate the plate.  They don’t look bad, they don’t smell bad.  I pick one up, half it, and take a bite.  After a moment of chewing, I feel myself smiling.  It’s good.  Jeanette is a good cook.  I would like her to cook for me more often.  “Hasn’t anyone told you that if you feed strays they’ll never leave you alone?” I tease, mouth still full.
     She pretends to examine her nails.  “Well, you seem harmless enough.”
     I pause in my chewing and narrow an eye at her.  “I thought I was a killer hallucination.”
     She bites a nail as she looks at me.  A kaleidoscope of emotions plays across her fair features.  I wonder what she’s thinking.  Finally, she says, “Where are your parents?  N-not that it matters, you look like you’re eighteen, so you’re probably old enough to be on your own, it’s just-”
     “I don’t have any,” I say, halting her awkward tirade.  I lift the pancake to my lips. “Roxel raised me.  And yes, I’m old enough.  I’m older than I look.”
     Her mouth pulls down and her face betrays an array of confusing expressions before settling on a wide, doe-eyed expression, like she might give to a wounded deer.  That can’t be good, what has she convinced herself of now?
     “Why are you staring at me like that?”  I take another bite.
     Her eyes pinch tight, almost shrewdly.  “If you took this Roxel person out of the equation, would you still want to kill me?”
     I’m so startled by her words, I almost choke.  I stare at her, uncertain where such a question came from.  Why does it matter?  Really, I suppose it does, because without Roxel and her roses…I wouldn’t want to kill Jeanette at all.  She is, after all, my Lovely.   Part of me knows I should take the heart now, but for some reason I can’t bring myself to hurt her.  Something deep inside refuses.  She’s too mesmerizing to kill.  I want her to live almost as much as she wants to live…At least a little while longer.  Perhaps until I understand what about her stills my hand in the first place.  “No.”
     A long breath escapes her, and her gaze drops to the floor.  She nods to herself, as if making some kind of decision.  Then, her brows pucker and she looks up at me again.  “Why are you wearing that?” Her voice is between panic and anger.
     I glance at my school outfit.  “I'm going with you to school.”  Doesn't she understand I can't let anything happen to that heart while it’s caged in her chest?  
     She glares at me.  “Look, you can't just waltz in and expect to start going to school.”
     Before I open my mouth to retort, she launches into a lecture.  “You need all sorts of legal documents – like transcripts from your other schools and immunization records.  Do Aos Si even get shots?  Probably not if you don’t get sick.  Do they go to school?  And you need a mailing address in this town.  You can't tell them to send paper airplanes to Neverland.”
     “I don't live in Neverland,” I interrupt.  “I live beyond the sidhe, in Otherworld.”
     “What's a shee?”
     “A sidhe is a hill.  I am one of the Aos Si, a Hill Dweller.  Fear-sidhe are males and bean-sidhe are females.”
     Her nose wrinkles.  “Hill Dweller?  Is that some sort of tribe?”
     “No, that’s what Aos Si means.  It's a species – the one that rules Otherworld.  Remember?  We've gone over this already.”
     “Riiiiggghhht.”  The sarcasm exuding from her could be spread thickly over toast.  “Yeah, still not sold on the whole faerie thing.  You show me magic and then I’ll believe in faeries.  Besides, Otherworld?  Is that even in the United States?” 
     I humor her sarcasm.  “I think it’s technically another dimension.”
     “Oh right, a parallel universe.  Oops, guess someone left the Subtle Knife lying around again.”  Jeanette rolls her eyes.  “Either way, Will Parry, you definitely don't belong anywhere in this school district.”
     Ignoring half of what she said (because I’m certain she’s trying to goad me by calling me the wrong name – yet again), I say, “I was under the impression that yours was a private school.  There are private schools for all sorts of strange things in the books you read.”
     Her throat catches in a silent hiccup.  Hah, I knew it was a good idea to look at those books.  She bites her lip and I see her mind working to find some other way to prove that I can't go to school with her.  She already has.  I hadn't known I needed to provide documentation.  I thought it would be enough to look like I belonged there.
     “Well,” she begins, “can you afford to go to a private school?  It does cost a lot of money to go to Mary Magda.  Did you know that?”  Her voice is coated in all sorts of honey, like she knows it would be impossible to ask Roxel for human currency.  I could ask Leah, but it would cost me more than double the worth of the human money.
     I don't answer.  Part of me wants to smack the smug look off her face and another part of me is swelling with an odd sort of pride in her.  I almost want to...kiss her.  Kiss her?  This prude, annoying human?  What a crazy idea.  Why would I want to do that?  Because you can’t stop staring at her.  Because she’s Lovely.
     “I'll take that as a no.  I’m taking a shower.”  Jeanette turns and then thinks better of it.  “And don’t get any ideas about showing up in the bathroom again, okay?  You’ll be in so much trouble if I see you.”  She leaves and I don’t dare follow her.
     I'm already in trouble.  Doesn't she understand?  If I can't replace that rose before Roxel notices it's gone, then I'm a very dead Summer knight.  
     I take a long breath and let it out slowly.  Desperate times call for desperate measures.  It's time to cash in a few favors and make some long avoided sidhe-calls.  I examine the clock on Jeanette’s bedside table.  Six-thirty human time.  Jeanette will be away for about eight hours.  That gives me a few days on Otherworld time.  I'll have to work fast.
     Grabbing the remaining pancakes off the plate, I head toward the window.  As I jump for the closest limb on the sycamore, Jeanette's disgust with me weasels into my chest.  She won't like you any more for doing this.  You know that, right?  I know.  In her eyes I'll be even more riddled with mythical diseases.  But how else can I get what I need in order to stay with her in school?
     Growling to myself, I push Jeanette's opinion of me out of my mind.  Why should I care?
 
 



Chapter 18
 
Jeanette
 
     Tamrin was, thank God, not there when I came out of the shower this morning, and didn’t make an appearance at school today.  Maybe he finally got the hint and went back to whatever land of make-believe he came from.  I shuffle to the bus, knowing Dad won’t be home until after the chorus concert this evening.  He's got to make an appearance at most school events.
     Emily comes up beside me looking surprised.  “Hey Nett, where are you going?”       “Home,” I groan.  “No social interaction means no catching a ride home with Celeste like normal.  So, I have to take the bus.”
     She plops down beside me.  “Are you okay?  You’ve been acting really weird the last few days.”
     Should I tell Em about Tamrin?  Should I make her worry?  Maybe not…  She’ll want me to call the police, which I’ve decided against, although I know I should.
     If I’m right, and Tamrin’s actually the one that’s having hallucinations, then I kind of want to help him.  He doesn’t have a mom or dad.  No one to care about him.  What does that mean?  He’s an orphan?  A runaway?  Has he been living like a wild child in Caver Hall Park?  No, he said Roxel raised him…A faerie queen?  Is Roxel a figment of his imagination?  Imaginary mother and lover and rule maker?  
     He said it’s Roxel’s fault that he wants to hurt me.  And if she isn’t real then he’s not really a threat to me or Dad, right?  So, if Tamrin is as harmless as I’m beginning to feel, it seems cruel to send him to the loony bin.  In my mind, I can’t help but think of him as a stray.  If I call animal control, they’ll put him in the pound…They euthanize the unadoptable ones.  
     Emily’s eyes are still on me, still waiting…
     Can I really live with myself if I put him where they’ll strap him down and pump him full of drugs for the rest of his life?  That seems cruel…I know it’s not okay to accept him for how he is, but what if I could help him?  Be a friend?  I like the idea of being the friend he needs, of being able to finally save someone.  He needs someone other than this imaginary Roxel person.  I’ve always worried that I’m not a good enough friend.  Letting go of Timmy in the park, missing Amber’s meet… 
     No, I can’t tell Emily about Tamrin.  “I’m bummed about being grounded, you know?”
      “You're still serving time?” 
     I shrug.  “This,” I point to the seat we're sitting in, “is the tip of the iceberg.  I've got more than a month of this to look forward to.”
     Emily looks distressed.  “Omigod, your dad's still going to let you go to AniCon isn't he?”
     I freeze.  “Oh,” I gasp.  “I-I don't know.”  CRAP CRAP CRAP!  If I can't go to my yearly anime convention I'll die.  And that makes me an even worse friend!  Now I can’t go with Em!  I give Emily a pained face.
     She holds up hands tipped in bright yellow nail polish with black stripes.  “Don't panic.  We'll think of something.  Be super-angelic and maybe you'll get off on good behavior.”
     I stare at my best friend.  “Yeah, right!”  Dad will never do that and she knows it.  Maybe if I explain I've already spent money on tickets?  No, he won't care.  At least I had the early bird discount.  Stupid Spanish.  “I think the only way to get out of my grounding is to magically become fluent in Spanish,” I grumble.
     Emily's expression becomes determined and she stops pulling her blond hair into a ponytail.  “Okay.  I'm sending you as many Spanish dubbed episodes of Wolf's Rain as I can download.  We'll start you on Emily's instant immersion program.  Guaranteed to teach you conversational anything in twenty seasons or less.”
     I can't help but smile.  If only Japanese were offered as a language option at Mary Magda, we'd be honors students.  “Dad took the laptop.”
     Emily's face falls.  She scratches her pointed nose and squints at me through silver-rimmed glasses.  “This sucks, Nett.”
     “Yeah, tell me about it,” I mutter.  Not only am I being stalked by a crazy man, but I suck at Spanish and I'm grounded and can't go to AniCon.
     I put my forehead on the ridged brown seat in front of me and try not to cry.
     When I get home, everything is so still and silent I have to glance around the downstairs to make sure I'm in the right house.  It takes me a moment to realize it's so quiet because Neko-Neko isn't weaving around my feet and yowling to be fed.
     “Neko?” I call in my usual, high-pitched voice.  “Neko-Neko?” I repeat.  Nothing.  “Hmm. I could have sworn I let him in this morning.”
     I head upstairs to start my homework.  I get two feet through the door before I drop my backpack and resist a scream.  “What are you doing in here?”
     Tamrin blinks at me and rolls over, upsetting Neko-Neko who jumps off the bed and stretches on the carpet.  I'm so angry with Tamrin that I don't even bother yelling at my cat for sleeping with the enemy.  Tamrin rubs a fist in his eye as he lifts his head, glances at the clock, and flops back in my bed.
     “Have you been lying around all day?”
     Tamrin moans and puts his hands over his ears.
     “This is ridiculous.”  I stomp over to him, grab him by the arm, and haul as hard as I can.  “What did I tell you about my personal space?  Get out of my bed!”
     Tamrin tumbles out of bed, his dead weight knocking me down with him.  I struggle out of the tangle of sheets and blankets, kicking and slapping.  It takes a long moment to realize he's not fighting back.  He's not even moving.  I stop and for the first time I really look at Tamrin.  He's curled around one of his arms, like he's afraid of moving it or protecting his stomach.  His back looks like a cat attacked it.  His mouth is swollen and his eyes are bloodshot.
     “What the hell happened to you?”
     “I haven't slept in three days,” he moans.  “I'm exhausted, let me sleep.  Please.”
     The anger inside me crumples.  He sounds so weak and strained.  Three days?  “Didn’t you sleep last night?”
     He doesn’t answer.
     Geez, his hallucinations must be frightening if they keep him up for days at a time.  “Fine,” I mutter.
 
 



Chapter 19
 
Tamrin
 
     It feels as if only seconds have passed since Jeanette scooted away from me and left the bedroom, but when something stinging bites into my back and I open my eyes, the sun is sinking behind the trees in her picture window.  Hissing, I turn to investigate what's causing such a stinging sensation.  Jeanette's eyes meet mine and then fall sheepishly on a bloody square of cotton and a brown bottle of human medicine.
     I suck in air through gritted teeth.  “What are you doing to me?” My voice is so strained I barely get above a hoarse whisper.  I try to sit up, but my abs and limbs scream in rejection.
     “Uh,” Jeanette flounders endearingly.  “They looked like they might get infected, so I was cleaning them.”
     Scoffing, I collapse back and curl into the plushy comforter.  It's soft like her skin and smells like her.  It's a comforting, familiar scent considering I don't know her that well.  But her bed already seems infinitely safer and more accepting than Roxel’s ever did.  She dabs her terrible medicine on me once more.
     “It won’t get infected,” I say, though I make no move to stop her.  She’s actually being nice, which is a good thing, and I don’t want to spoil it.  I try to sound as kind as I can.  “I told you, Aos Si don't get infections.” 
     “Well, you look infected.  And if I let you sleep in here, you have to prove you've been vaccinated or I’m pouring peroxide on you until you stop fizzing.”
     I can do that.  There's a sheet of paper sitting in my leather pouch on the other side of the room that proves I've had the necessary medical care.  There are other documents showing I have an existing address, I've been attending a highly prestigious all boys preparatory school in London for the past ten years, and I've successfully transferred into to Mary Magda Academy and had my tuition waved.  None of this is true, but Jeanette doesn't need to know.  
     I glance at the pouch, wanting to prove that I will be attending school with her tomorrow, but it’s such a long distance between me and my smug proof.  The idea of even crawling that far is daunting.  I'm so sore.  Everything feels tight and burns.  I don't know how some Aos Si do it.
     “What's this from?”  Jeanette asks.
     “Fingernails.”
     The bottle falls abruptly and I hear it fizzing on the comforter behind me.  Oops.  I shouldn't have said that.  I hadn't thought about how Jeanette would respond.  Idiot.
     “F-fingernails?” Jeanette stammers.  “As in someone scratching you?” 
     Slowly, I nod making sure to gauge her reaction.
     She blinks at me.  “Whose?”
     I stare at my arm, shoved against my thighs because I don't want to separate my knees right now.  Honesty is the best policy right?  “Probably Leah, or maybe Nama.  I can't remember.”
     Jeanette’s brows scrunch.  “Can't remember?”
     “Can't remember,” I repeat with a nod.  “They both like to scratch; maybe it's a little bit from both.”
     Jeanette struggles to her feet and stands over me, disapproving.  “What on earth would drive you to sleep with two girls in the same day?”
     “I didn't sleep with either of them.  I told you, I haven't slept in days.”
     She rolls her eyes.  “You know what I'm talking about.”
     “I didn't have sex with both of them either,” I growl, annoyed that she’s judging me harshly.  What does she expect me to do?
     “No?”
     I nod.  I didn't need to have sex with Nama, thank goodness.  She gets her pleasure from other things, but that doesn't mean the scratches weren't hers.  But my money's on Leah, she likes to leave marks on me.  She loves to taunt Roxel.  I've probably got more purple splotches on my neck and shoulders than I know what to do with.  “Look, I’m just doing what I need to do to get by.”
     She quiet for a moment.  “You mean this has to do with your faerie knight stuff…your position in court?”
     It has to do with her.  It’s all her fault, after all, but it’s my own weakness that got me in this situation with her in the first place.  I nod.
     Looking concerned, Jeanette comes down to her knees.  “Did someone force you to do this?  Are you in trouble?”
     Her concern is so genuine I almost laugh at her.  Honestly, what does this girl think of me?  Does she assume that I’m weak and allow people to just take advantage of me?  Does she think I’m a child?  I force myself onto my back and stare at her.  She has such a hard white-knuckled fist around the peroxide-covered cotton swab that she's dripping it on the carpet.  The color's already beginning to fade where the peroxide has hit it and her bedding is ruined.
     “No.  I went to them willingly,” I admit, half amused that she thinks I’d stand for anyone torturing me and half annoyed that she’s looking at me with that doe-eyed expression for the wounded deer again – like I need saving.
     She must see my emotions because her voice changes to something challenging.  “So, you just take off your shirt and let them scratch you?” Jeanette counters.  “Some kind of BDSM thing?”
     “Why do you even care?  Are you jealous?”  The words tumble out of my mouth without any warning.  I swallow hard, wondering where they came from when I had been ready to say something completely different, but I can't look away.  It's as if I want to know the answer.
     Jeanette's face bursts beet red and she drops the crumpled cotton ball on the floor.  She looks as stunned by my words as I feel.  Flustered, she breaks my gaze and puts her hands behind her back.  
     “N-no, I'm not jealous.  I'm just…grossed out.  I don't know you and here you are sleeping in my bed, after doing who knows what with faerie people, without thinking about the nasties you're going to give me.”
     And just like that, my anger deflates and guilt swells.  She’s scared.  I should have bathed before climbing into Jeanette's bed.  It hadn't occurred to me.  I realize what I must smell and look like to her and I'm ashamed.  She's right.  Not about the STI thing, but me bringing my business where I shouldn't.  What I have to pay to get by in life isn't her problem…Well, it sort of is – I wouldn't have had to perform favors for half a dozen giggling bean-sidhes if she hadn't picked that rose.  If I didn't need her pure heart so badly, then I wouldn't have to do any of this.
     Either way, deep down, it bothers me that she had to see me like this.  “I won't do it again,” I whisper.
     A muscle under Jeanette's eye twitches.  “What's that supposed to mean?  Drop of the hat, no more sleeping around?”
     I glare at her.  “It's not like I enjoy this, Jean.”
     Jeanette straightens and blinks like I’ve slapped her.  “What'd you just call me?”
     What did I just call her?  Jean?  Why Jean?  I've never heard anyone call her that.  Have I?  Gah, stupid time-memory confusion.
     Jeanette looks between having seen a ghost and wanting to punch me.  “Please don't call me that.” Her voice shakes.
     The words, “But I've always called you that,” roll to my tongue but I bite my lips to keep from speaking.  I've never called her that.  What am I thinking?
     Jeanette escapes to the other side of the room and slumps in her chair.  I sense she's going to slam her forehead on the desk.  A second later, she does.  “I don’t know what to do with you.”
     I don't dare say anything.  I don't trust my lips.  The longer I stare at her, looking miserable, the more my chest hurts.  I glance at the rose sitting on the desktop.  Almost a dozen petals have fallen from the head, but the blossom doesn't appear any smaller.  In fact it looks redder, lusher, more brilliant.  Why?  It should be dying.
     Gritting my teeth against a groan, I force myself to sit up and the effort leaves me panting.  “Where's your father?” I ask, changing the subject.
     Jeanette gives me a sidelong glance.  “At the school, he won’t be home until late.”
     “May I bathe?”
     Jeanette looks up and gives me a withering look behind her spectacles.  I find that expression strangely arousing and I turn away to hide the grimace that cracks my face when my body attempts to react accordingly.  I'm too overworked and too tired for her to be casting glances like that.
     “Bathe?” she repeats.  “Oui Pierre, le W.C. est au fond du hall.”
     She speaks French?  “Gracias.”  I struggle to my feet, nearly biting a hole through my cheek to keep my pain from showing on my face.  I make it to the door and turn back to Jeanette.  She's staring at the calendar above her desk.  Giant red Xs have been slashed through the rest of the month, like those days have already passed, eventless.
     The urge to say something comforting wriggles into my conscious, but I have nothing that would make Jeanette happy.  “Did you do your homework yet?”  I try to sound innocently curious, despite my ulterior motive.
     She doesn't turn to me.  “I still have Spanish.”
     “I can help you, if you'd like.”  Please take the bait.
     She swivels and gives me an incredulous look.  “You speak Spanish?”
     I check my mind to verify I can develop both the Spanish and English version of my answer.  I've only known Spanish, for what?  Maybe ten hours Otherworld time?  I'm still a little shaky.
     Why didn’t she take French in school?  It’s obvious she speaks it well.  No, she had to pick Spanish and now she’s failing.  And failing is making her heart sick.  That’s the only reason I exchanged favors with Megan the Speaker.  If Jeanette learns Spanish, she'll be much happier and so will her heart.  “Yes,” I reply. “Fairly fluently.”
     The corner of Jeanette's mouth curves a hair.  Only the most skilled hunter could have caught it.
 



Chapter 20
 
Jeanette
 
     I can't help but stare at Tamrin's hands as they skim over the pages of my Spanish book.  He's saying something in Spanish, but I only understand half of it.  Without the significance of words, his voice becomes a melodious hum and I find myself liking the sound of his smooth baritone despite how horrid I find the language.
     His tone carries me to deeper, more disturbing thoughts.  I assumed Tamrin’s issues were entirely psychological, but with this weird development of people scratching him, there might be a reason he retreats to his fantasy world.  He’s trying to hide the ugly truth of an abusive home-life.  I can’t kick him out.  He has nowhere to go.
     “Are you listening?” Tamrin interrupts.  
     I look up from his hands and stare at his mouth.  His lips purse, like trying to come off as stern and forceful.  In my mind he looks kissable.  It's a shame he's so messed up.  It’s terrible anyone would want to hurt him.  Maybe he’s right?  Maybe no one is hurting him.  Maybe he voluntarily sleeps around.  I read that sex is a way for a man to bond?  Maybe he’s trying to find love because he has none at home?
     It’s not right.  He shouldn’t have to sacrifice like that.  He deserves someone who loves him for more than his really, really good genes…
     “Jeanette?” He tries to reel me back in, but I'm too fascinated with how his mouth forms the two syllables of my name.
     Something warm and firm is pressed against my shoulder.  I glance at Tamrin's hand on my shoulder.
     “Are you all right?” he asks, voice dripping concern.
     I try to look unfazed.  “Yeah, why?”
     Tamrin focuses at my chest and his brow creases.  “Your heart is racing.”
     “What?” I squeak.  I press my hand to my chest.  My heart hammers against my palm.
     “You look flushed, maybe you need some water,” he suggests.  He's half-way out of his seat and heading toward the bathroom before I catch his hand.  His fingers wrap around mine like a reflex.  Tamrin stares at his hand like it’s done something against his will.
     “I-I'm fine, let’s just finish.”
     Tamrin turns the distrustful glare on me then back to his fingers.  They twitch a couple of times before they slowly release my hand, letting it drop into my lap.  His mouth opens, but instead of speaking, he focuses on the rose sitting next to us.  Before we sat to study, he scooped up all the petals and put them into the heart-shaped crystal candy dish I normally keep paper clips in.  A fresh petal has fallen.
     As he picks up the petal, his hand shakes.  He flips the petal over and over between his fingers, his hands working in a gentle, expert familiarity I find mesmerizing.  Needing some sort of noise to drive out the sound of my pulse thundering in my ears, I say, “I don’t get it.  It’s not wilting, but the petals are falling off.”
     Shrugging, Tamrin puts the petal in the dish.  “It’s a magic rose.”  He picks up the dish and glances around the room.  “Do you have a place where you hide things?” 
     “What?”
     “A hiding place,” he says impatiently.
     “Uh,” I falter, confused.  As if my breath carries the force of the west wind, another petal falls from the rose.
     He growls to himself.  “Never mind.”  He scoops up the newly fallen petal, sticks it in the dish, then replaces the top with a clop and heads for my dresser.
     In slack-jawed horror I watch him open my underwear drawer and dig a path to the back.  He pulls out a hidden box of strawberry Pocky, replaces it with the dish, and covers it with a particularly sexy pair of lacy, Victoria’s Secret underwear Amber convinced me to buy when we went Christmas shopping last year.  I feel my cheeks burn and when he turns and leans against the drawer to close it, I avoid meeting his gaze.
     I hear him open the box of Pocky.  “You’d think a girl your age would have something more condemning to hide than snacks.”  His voice sounds muffled and I know he’s got a stick of Pocky in his mouth.
     I bite my cheek.  “I’m allergic to strawberries.”  It’s not a lie, but it’s not the reason why the candy is there either.
     “So, you keep this stuff around in case you need to off yourself?” he muses.  
     “No, I have you to do that for me,” I mutter sarcastically.
     Chuckling, he says, “Does this stuff even have real strawberries in it?”
     I glance over the rim of my glasses to find him examining the ingredient list.  “It’s not for eating.  It’s for smelling.”  Because Timmy ate strawberry Pocky all the time and smelling it reminds me of him.
     His jaw stops working as he holds the box up to his nose and takes a slow inhale.  His eyes flutter closed and it seems like he’s savoring the scent.  At my elbow three more petals fall off of the rose.  I stare at them, and for a moment, a wild horror gallops through my stomach.
     “I think we should put this thing in water or something.  It’s losing petals like crazy,” I suggest, but when I turn back to Tamrin, my concern for the rose is forgotten.
     His eyes are wide and look glassy, entranced, distant – like he’s coming out of a daydream or a drug stupor.  He fixes on me, and the expression becomes so intense that a jolt below my stomach coils to my toes.  The look is possessive, knowing, and mockingly familiar.  My heart skips and then thumps erratically.  
     Alarm shoots through him and he drops the Pocky on the floor, his expression disappearing behind wild, panicked eyes.  “Your heart– What’s wrong?” He sounds genuinely scared.  
     Does he think I’m going to drop dead of a heart attack right here?  Well, maybe I am.  “What?  What do you mean what’s wrong?”  I can’t help how shrill my voice is.  “Don’t stare at me like you’re peeling off my clothes with your mind and then be all ‘what’s wrong’ when I freak out.”
     The electrical vibration of the garage door makes both of us jump.  I glance at the floor.  “Dad’s home.”
     Tamrin doesn’t speak.  He stares at me, still as a Pointer.  Clearing my throat, I turn away and pretend to read.  I sense more than see Tamrin wander out of the room.  A moment later, I hear Dad’s footsteps on the stairs.  
     I take a deep breath and let it out with a squeak as Dad pokes his head through my doorway.  “Hey, kiddo.”
     “Hey.”
     He slips into the room.  “Guess it was too much to hope you had started dinner, huh?”
     I face-palm.  “Oh!  Sorry, I completely forgot.  I got so caught up with homework.”
     He smiles.  “Homework?”
     “Yeah,” I say, sounding confused.  “It’s not like I don’t do my homework on a regular basis.”  Geez, get one F and suddenly the career of straight As and Bs is forgotten and you’re on route to a maximum security prison.
     Dad starts to say something, but I’m saved by the toilet flushing down the hall.  Dad stares at the doorway until the occupant finishes washing his hands and steps into my room.  Tamrin.
     My body assumes rigor mortis and I crumple my study guide in my sweating palms as Tamrin shoves his hands in his uniform pockets and saunters into the room.  He gives a wave to Dad and offers a “Hi, Mr. Sauderheim,” as he walks by.  
     “Hey, Tam,” Dad says absently. 
     My jaw falls, but I suck it up when Dad turns toward me.  “Are you two getting any work done up here?”
     Tamrin answers.  “No, not really, but we will.”
     “Oh,” Dad breathes with a shrug.  “Well, let me know when you want dinner.”  He disappears and I listen to him thump down the steps.
     Tamrin heads out of the room before I collect my shattered brain.  “I’m thirsty, you want anything?”
     At my silent response, he shrugs and follows my father.  A heartbeat later, I’m on my feet, scattering papers across the floor, and thundering down the stairs.  I skid into the kitchen and slip past the counter dividing the kitchen from the dining area.  “What was that?” I demand.
     Tamrin glances at me from behind the bottle of Vitamin Water he’s claimed.  XXX flavored.  How cute.  He lowers the bottle.  “What?”
     “Did you drug my dad or something?  He’d never be okay with a guy alone with me in the house.  And how does he know your name?”
     Tamrin grins wickedly, knocking my stomach across the room.  I almost feel it hit the wall of cabinets and squeal with some strange mixture of delight and bewilderment.
     “That disgusting habit I have has some very beneficial side effects.” His voice is a smooth mockery.  “Believe it or not, I’m good at what I do.  I get paid well.”
     I want to snatch the bottle of Vitamin Water out of his hand and beat him over the head with it.  “What. Did. You. Do. To. My. Dad?”
     “He’s fine, calm down.”  He turns his attention back to the open fridge.  “What do you want for dinner?  Something heart healthy.  Salmon?  That’d be good, lots of Omega-3.  And maybe some spinach, you’re low on lutein and B-vitamins today,” he muses.
     “How do you know what I’m short on?” 
     Tamrin braces his elbows on the refrigerator door and leans forward until his face is less than an inch from mine.  “I know all about your body Jean, especially your heart.”
     I want to yell at him for calling me Jean again, but I’m too busy melting to the linoleum floor.  God, where does he get that voice?  And those eyes?  They rove over me like he does know.  A sudden sickness takes hold.  Oh crap, what if he really does know?  What if he’s a creepy Peeping Tom?  I mean, he knows where I live.  What if he watches me through the windows?  What if he felt me up while I was sleeping last night? 
     He straightens.  “I had to pay to be able to do that.  Just like I had to pay to learn Spanish and for acceptance from your family, friends, and school, but I figured it’s the investment that gave me the best return.  If I want your heart to be perfect, then I need to make sure you are taking proper care of it.  I should get you on a treadmill.  I’m worried you’re not getting enough cardio-exercise, but if your heart keeps racing even while you’re standing around that’s enough, I guess.  You should lay off the sweets.”
     My cheeks heat up a little more.  “A-are you calling me fat?”
     Tamrin gives me a surprised look and begins thinking.  No, not thinking, assessing – like he’s taking BMI measurements with his eyes.  “Maybe you could lose a little bit of body fat,” he says, voice clinical.
     I’m about to punch him in the pretty nose when he cocks his head and makes a pouty face.  “Shame though, I like you the way you are.  But this isn’t about what I want, now is it?”
     “Then what is it about?” I ask, stepping out of his way as he closes the fridge and deposits my heart healthy dinner on the counter.  Salmon, spinach, and sweet potatoes.  I suppose it would be too much to hope he’ll smother the latter with butter and brown sugar.     
     Tamrin turns to me, his expression grave.  “Keeping both of us alive.  At least, until I have to kill you.”
 
 



Chapter 21
 
Tamrin
 
     Jeanette stares at me like she doesn’t believe the words that came out of my mouth.  Why doesn’t she ever believe me?  I’ve never lied to her, I never would.  Oh really?  I demand of my new secondary instinct on how to interact with Jeanette.  Really.  I don’t know why I’m arguing with myself when I already know it’s true.  I wouldn’t lie to her.
     For some reason, I get Jeanette and how to work with her better than any other woman.  And I’ve been with many.  It’s like she’s a long-lost limb.  I even know how to look at her to get her to derail completely.  It’s pretty fun, actually.  The whole secondary instinct thing is weird, but it’s making my adjustment to this arrangement move progressively faster.  The familiarity must come from the fact I’ve visited her every morning for the past few years, I probably subconsciously learned her body language.
     Her father comes around the corner, rubbing his hands together like they itch.  He catches the intensity between Jeanette and me and stops mid-stride.  “Am I interrupting something?”
     Blushing, Jeanette ducks her head and takes two steps away from me.  I sense her floundering for something to say and the red in her cheeks rises at the same rate her heart does.  I really need to get her away from sweets, they’re doing crazy things to her blood-sugar levels to make her heart this sporadic.
     “Jean and I were arguing about what vegetable to have.  She wants corn and I insist we have spinach.  Tell her it’s healthier, would you?”  I turn to her father, expecting him to give an automatic agreement like he’s been ensorcelled to do, but he gives me a strange look.
     “Jean?” he repeats.  He looks to his daughter, but she’s too busy giving me a glare.
     I said it again, didn’t I?  Why do I have this overwhelming desire to call her Jean?  I don’t mean to.  I’ll have the sentence formulated in my head with Jeanette, but Jean comes out.  It feels so natural.  Not even that, I feel like I possess that name, as if it’s my name for her – it means something other than her name.  But that doesn’t make sense.  Am I possessive toward her in general?  I felt like she was mine like people own the deer that graze in their back yards and now she’s mine because I’m responsible for keeping her and her heart safe?  I have always called her by a pen name, haven’t I?  Perhaps now I’m resorting to a new one more intimate than Lovely.
     I cover my blunder.  “She needs lutein to help keep her eyes healthy; spinach will give her almost twenty times more than corn.  You don’t want her to get stronger spectacles, do you?”  My last sentence sounds like a challenge, like I’m targeting his ability to father Jeanette properly.   I’ve noticed this man takes parenting very seriously.  Roxel was never so strict with me and I came out fine.
     “Spectacles?” Jeanette muses behind me.
     Her father doesn’t seem to notice.  Instead, he straightens, blinks at me, then harrumphs to clear his throat.  “Spinach it is.”  Shoving his shirtsleeves up, he steps forward.  “Why don’t you kids finish your homework?  I’ll take it from here.”
     I lift my hands from the paper wrapped fish.  I’d prefer to cook to make sure the food is prepared properly, but I have to lose ground on this one.  You can’t challenge a father on his parenting ability without letting him prove himself.  
     Giving me a significant look, Jeanette mouths, “You are so dead.”
     I shrug and smirk.  Her threats mean little.  What can Jeanette do to me that Roxel can’t do eight times worse?  As I follow her, she seems caught by an after though and spins around.
     “Dad, we’re going upstairs.”  She says the last word like a threat – as if we’ll do all sorts of things he doesn’t approve of.  I can’t say I’m averse to the idea, but I can tell she’s only testing how well he accepts me.
     Her plan backfires.  “Okay, kids, have fun.  Don’t forget your homework.”
     Jeanette stares at her father, dumbfounded.  Poor thing, she’s got no chance.  She’ll find out soon enough that her father thinks we’re all family.  On paper, he adopted me after my parents – old family friends – died last year in a tragic car crash.  I’m living with them and transferring to Mary Magda because my inheritance money ran out and Mary Magda would be a free ride since he’s the principal.  
     I came up with that on my own.  At the time, it seemed like a genius plan, but now that she’s giving me her icy glare, I’m not too sure.
     I know all of this is oily and backhanded.  Even more so, because I find these little reveals of how deeply I’ve weaseled my way into Jeanette’s world amusing.  Part of me hates myself for it.  Part of me thinks it’s hilarious – especially when she freaks out.  But what can I do?  If I didn’t take these precautions, I’d be out of a fresh, healthy human heart.  And she did agree to this, after all.
     Jabbing her finger at the stairs, Jeanette makes her way up.  I follow without taking my eyes off of her backside.  Despite the fact I’ve seen much of what’s underneath, her below the knee pleated skirt makes Jeanette’s body a mystery – especially when she sways her hips like that.  I wonder if she’s doing it on purpose.  It’s a cruel tease to a man so soon after doling out favors for three days straight.  
     I resist the urge to reach out – to feel the smooth ridge of hip bone beneath her skin.  When she gets to the door, she places her hand on the knob and a desperate laugh escapes her, she slaps her hands to her face.  
     I frown at her.  She’s giggling, close to crying into her hands.  I thought she was angry…“What?”
     “Spectacles,” she giggles.  “I can’t believe you called my glasses spectacles.”
     I feel myself blush.  Normally, I’m very good at picking up and understanding human traits.  I’ve watched humans often enough to know much more about them than other Aos Si.  And things I didn’t know – like lutein and cardio-exercise – I got from Morgan with the ability to understand what the human body was saying.  But I didn’t know spectacles went by another name…and that was indeed, stupid.
     She takes a deep breath, trying to calm herself, then looks back at me.  I meet her eyes, staring.  Her smile fades.
     She turns away.  “I’m still mad at you.”  Though I can tell in her voice that this is another act, she’s trying to make a point.
     She kicks open the door to her room and stomps in, rushing so fast, the breeze created blows more fallen petals onto the floor.  I leap forward to save them, not wanting any part of Roxel’s rose harmed, but Jeanette accidentally steps on one.  A pain hits my chest so hard, it’s like I’ve been impaled with scissors.  The wind rushes out of me and I collapse to my knees, wheezing.
     Jeanette freezes, her toes cramping the petal against the carpet.  “What the hell’s wrong with you?”
     I try to lift my head, but it feels like a concrete block is crushing my chest.  I struggle to control my hand, to move her foot. I can’t reach her.  A hideous choke escapes my throat.  I’m asphyxiated from inside.
     “Tamrin?”  She comes down to one knee.  The petal grinds into the carpet. Inside me cracks, burns.  Her delicate hand lands on my shoulder.  I growl. Primal survival possesses my limbs. I take her down. She lands with a thud, umph.
     For what feels like eternity, I’m paralyzed on top of her, breathing like a fish out of water, waiting for the pain to recede.  Gulp for air.  Cinnamon and cocoa scent.  Her heart is racing against the muscles in my chest, reminding mine to beat again.  I press my face into her silky, soft hair, willing the stars out of my tunneled vision.  When certain I’m alive and haven’t incurred any permanent bodily harm, I sit up and gently pull her leg out of the awkward position it bent when I pinned her. Careful to note any of her pain.  I couldn’t forgive myself if I hurt her, it’s bad enough I was so violent.  Too ashamed, I avoid her eyes and focus on the petal stuck to the ball of her foot.
     Half of it is crushed and bruised to a deep burgundy.  Using a fingernail, I peel it off, making her foot twitch with tickles.  I cradle the petal to my chest, hoping to fill the part of me that now feels hollow and missing.  It’s no use.  Whatever was there is gone, and a strange feeling sits in my chest – like I’ve lost a piece of myself.
     Jeanette sits up and her brow furrows.  “What's wrong?”  Dread hangs in her voice.  She knows something terrible has occurred.
     I shake my head.  What just happened?  How could this petal do such harm to me?  Am I bound to the roses?  To the garden?  Would Roxel curse me so when one of her roses is harmed, the knight guarding it is also harmed?  Punished?  If this rose is destroyed, will I be destroyed?  The thought is horrifying.  Too horrifying to say to Jeanette.  But, I’ve seen worse from Roxel.  “Be careful of the petals,” I rasp.  It's all I can say, my voice weak and frightened.  What kind of Summer knight am I?
 



Chapter 22
 
Jeanette
 
     Tamrin shadows me as we walk from the parking lot to the school. I glance at my father still unable to understand how he’s suddenly accepting Tamrin’s presence in our lives.  Dad smiles at me and gives a little wave as he steps away and heads toward the entrance of the main office.  I find Amber, Celeste, and Emily sitting at the recycled plastic picnic tables under the dogwood trees.
     Amber looks up.  She stares.  And not at me.  I have the urge to turn to see what she’s looking at, but I’m not that derpy.  Amber doesn’t respond to Emily talking to her so she also looks up to see what’s so intriguing.  Em’s in neko-mimi mode, her fake black cat ears poking up through her tousled blond hair.  Her eyes dart between me and Tamrin then she lets out a low whistle and says, “Hello, Mister Bishonen.”
     Celeste, who has her back to us, turns, tossing midnight black hair over her shoulder.  Her eyes bug and I feel an awkward blush.  What the heck am I going to tell them?  Yes, this ridiculously gorgeous guy is my new shadow, isn’t he adorable?  Please don’t pet him.  He’s prone to pulling sharp objects out of nowhere.  Oh, and he’s also the Green Man.  Amber would love that.
     Emily is out of her seat and pacing a circle around Tamrin.  His grey eyes follow her cautiously, but his face remains impassive.  Finally she stops, plants her fist on her hips, and cocks her head.  “What do you think, Nett?  Mori or Kazuya?”
     I blink.  “Excuse me?”
     She looks disappointed that I didn’t understand the question.  “Does he remind you of Mori from Ouran High School Host Club or Kazuya from Gekka Ryouran Romance?  Ooo, or maybe Hagi from Blood+.”
     “Oh!  Um…”  I look at Tamrin, he looks at me.  A strand of jet black hair falls out of the ponytail tossed over his shoulder and brushes his tawny brow.  I resist the urge to tuck it back.  “Neither?”  
     I can’t really think of a male anime character with long, black hair and sun kissed skin like his.  Although, the way he’s standing in the early spring sunlight studying me, I half expect him to flash a twinkling smile.
     “Hmm,” Emily taps her finger against her chin, “Actually, I think he’s more of an Athos.  You know, from Musketeer: Le Sang des Chevaliers?  Pity.  I like the idea of a Host Club.  The Mary Magda Host Club. Has a nice ring to it.”  She turns to me.  “Don’t you agree?”
     My mouth falls open.  I’m not admitting to have a thing for reverse harems.  Not in front of Tamrin…Not after all the railing I gave him about his “favors” for the ladies of his imaginary court.
     My other friends are more cautious and civil.  Well, Amber is.  Celeste is staring at Tamrin like he’s smothered in chocolate and diamonds.  I imagine she wants to rip his perfectly tailored uniform off his body.  The way he stands, the way he personalizes the uniform with his leather messenger bag and archaic looking choker, and his intent stare make him look like a bad boy with money.  Totally her type. 
     Amber clears her throat, smoothes a hand over her Garnier #94 angle cut, and flashes her winner smile.  “Netti, aren’t you going to introduce us to your new boyfriend?”
     “Boyfriend?”  The word comes out as a squeak.
     “Well, sure,” she says, grin widening.  “I can understand why you’ve been so sidetracked lately.”
     I clear my throat.  Crap, how did I get into this mess?  “Uh, this is Tamrin.”  I step away so he can introduce himself.  When his eyes continue to follow me and his mouth stays clamped shut, I have to continue talking.  “Tam, these are my friends Emily Brodie, Amber Kazinti, and Celeste DePalma.”
     Tamrin nods to them, still doesn’t speak.
     Celeste smirks and swings her leg around so she can stare more comfortably.  “Strong silent type, huh?”  There’s a strange flirtatious, smoldering to her tone.  Oh boy, here we go.
     “So, Tamrin, where are you from?” Amber asks casually.  This is Amber’s forte.  She’s the friendliest, most outgoing one of us.  She’d accept a hippopotamus if we put it in a uniform and gave it a cute enough name.  I guess that’s why she and Celeste still get along so swimmingly.
     “I live with Jean,” Tamrin informs.
     Even without inflection in his voice, it’s enough to send ripples of pleasure through my stomach.  I hope it does the same thing to my friends. I don’t want to admit to feeling something different.
     Amber’s grin falters.  “Wait, what?”
     I open my mouth, trying to think of a simple explanation.
     “Shacking up already?”  Celeste asks.  “Whoa, way to go, Netti.  I didn’t think you had it in you.”
     I blush and half hide behind Emily, hoping she’ll save me.  
     She glances sideways at me.  “Jean?”  I meet her eyes.  She’d be the only one to get it.  Emily’s been my friend the longest, knew me when only one person called me by that name.  “Didn’t that kid Timmy call you that?”
     I bite my cheek and shoot an annoyed glare at Tamrin.  “He insists on calling me that.”  Stupid Tamrin.  Who knows how long he’s been living in that forest and peeking into my backyard.  He’s probably been around since before Timmy disappeared, most likely once heard Timmy calling me that and it stuck in his subconscious.  That’s maybe why he’s calling me that now.
     “You know, Nett–” The bell rings, cutting Emily off.
     “Oh gosh, look at the time!  Don’t want to be late!”  I grab Emily by the arm and rush to class without another thought for Tamrin in this shark tank.
     Let them ogle.  Better yet, let Celeste swoop in and charm him with her dark bottomless eyes and pouty, over-glossed lips.  I want to crawl in a hole and die.  Outside, it felt like everyone was staring at us.  I can’t blame them.  Celeste is the prettiest girl in school, Emily is the strangest, Amber’s probably the most charmingly loveable, and I’m the principal’s daughter.  And Tamrin?  Well, he’s kind of like Dave Strider from Homestuck, in that every girl wants him.  And a little like Brock Sampson from Venture Brothers, in that every guy wants to be him.  So, of course people want to stare.  What they don’t know is this hot boy comes with mega baggage…Baggage I’m having to claim.
     Tamrin follows me into English and sits in Marc Donahu’s seat next to mine.  Marc is a wrestler with a bad temper. Since the third grade, he’s sat next to me in every class we’ve had together.  Amber, true to her self-designated title as my match-maker, insists it’s because he’s got a crush on me.  I insist it’s because I’m smart and easy to cheat off with my huge handwriting.  Marc comes in, sees Tamrin, and scowls.
     Aw crap.
     Tamrin lifts his eyes, meeting Marc’s gaze with his impassive glance.  Marc huffs and slams his palm so hard against the desk, the floor vibrates.  Students stare.  The tension thickens.
     “This seat’s taken,” Marc growls.  He’s got such a grating voice.  I never noticed it before.  Nothing like Tamrin’s.
     Tamrin’s lip quirks.  “Funny, I don’t see your name on it and I’m fairly certain this class has no assigned seats.”
     He’s right.  Sister Aster lets us sit wherever.  How Tamrin knows that, but calls glasses spectacles, is beyond me.
     “I always sit next to Jeanette,” Marc clarifies.  His fists ball, ready to throw a punch.  
     Oh crap, they're going to fight.  Great, just great.  Like school doesn't suck enough with people thinking I’m the teacher’s pet.  My heart hammers.  I’m not sure if it’s excitement, fear, or anticipation.
     Tamrin gives me a side glance and his full lips pull down distastefully.  He looks back at Marc.  “You don’t anymore,” he says matter-of-factly.  “From now on, I sit next to her.”
     Scoffing, Marc drops his bag, turns slightly, and then swivels insanely fast to smash a fist into Tamrin’s cheek.  An audible clap echoes as knuckles hit flesh, but Marc’s hand never touched Tamrin’s face.  Instead, Tamrin caught Marc’s fist and holds it inches from his chin.  His hand tightens around Marc’s fist then Tamrin drives it into the desk, making the wood split. Marc squeaks in restrained pain.  
     The room erupts into surprised whispers.  Someone yells, “Fight!”  It hangs in the air like a bomb threat.
     Tamrin grabs a fistful of Marc’s black uniform tie and pulls him close enough so only Marc and I can hear what Tamrin says.  “You make Jeanette nervous, I don’t like that.”
     “Don’t you dare drag me into this,” I hiss.  The last thing I need are two guys who aren’t even romantic interests fighting over the right to sit next to me.  This is ridiculous.
     “You will sit as far away from her as humanly possible.  Is that clear?”
     Marc's blue eyes flick to me.  I nod at him.  Not because he makes me uncomfortable, because frankly after years of him sticking to me like glue, I don't care anymore.  I just don't want this to become a scene and I know Marc will try to defend his honor.  Focusing on Tamrin, he leans closer – their noses nearly touch.  He yanks his hand from under Tamrin's and shoves it into his trouser pocket before anyone but me can see it's already starting to bruise.  Then he snatches Tamrin's grasp from his neck.
     “Watch your back, Dick-Head.  We don't take well to upstart new kids,” Marc warns.
     Tamrin leans back in his chair and casually opens his jacket to put his own hands in his pockets.  The way his cream shirt lays against his torso, I easily see every defined inch of his chest and stomach, even through the undershirt.  “I look forward to whatever party you're planning.”
     Marc straightens, picks up his backpack, and retreats to the other side of the classroom where Rebecca Cline begins to fuss over him.  
     I narrow my eyes at Tamrin and he smirks at me devilishly.  I start to yell at him, but Sister Aster bustles in, her habit billowing after her.  She's already barking orders to pull out our books and turn to page three hundred ten.  I do as I’m told and then immediately rip open my notebook and scrawl my thoughts.
     WHAT THE HECK ARE YOU THINKING?  YOU CAN'T GO STARTING FIGHTS!
     I wait for Sister Aster to turn before smacking the note on Tamrin's desk.  He picks it up, glances over the contents, and reaches into the breast pocket of his hunter green jacket.  Taking out a pen, he clicks it with his thumb, then whips a message across the paper.  Without bothering to hide the gesture from Sister Aster, he hands it back to me.  She doesn't notice.  
     I unfold the note surreptitiously.
     HE STARTED IT.
     I stare at Tamrin's small, perfect handwriting.  Something about the way he hooks his capital “H” reminds me of something, but I can't put my finger on why.  I reply:
     THAT DOESN'T MEAN YOU SHOULD STOOP TO HIS LEVEL.  YOU BROKE THE DESK!  COULDN'T YOU HAVE BEEN LESS FLASHY WITH THE SAMURAI SKILLS?  HOW'D YOU DO THAT ANYWAY?
     As Sister Aster bends over her book I slip him the note.  He looks at it, grins, and shakes his head.  For a second, he pauses, pen over paper, and then writes his note in the blink of an eye.  He hands it back, again, right under Sister Aster's nose.  This time she notices and clears her throat.  I wait for her to walk toward the other side of the room before looking at his response.
     DON'T BE STUPID.
     Annoyed, I shove the note into my book.  I have every intention of ignoring his rude comment, but I find myself turning toward him.  He's watching, eyes narrowed in expectation.   I raise my eyebrow at him.  “Stupid?” I mouth.
     Leaning forward and propping his chin on his fist, he gives me an endearing look.
     I can't help but pull out the sheet again and write the obvious question.
     WHY IS THAT STUPID?
     I shove it back to him, but Sister Aster turns around and catches my retreating hand.  She walks down the row of desks and stops in front of me.  Unused to persons of authority looking at me with such distaste, I feel myself blush.  Great, she's going to read it in front of the whole class.  Her steely eyes swivel toward Tamrin's cracked desk, the note, and then they meet the cool expression Tamrin is giving her.
     “Tamrin Chevalier,” Sister Aster says, her voice like iron.
     Chevalier?  Oh, that’s cute…Not.  Well, kind of…but only because I know it means ‘knight’ in French.
     “Yes, Sister,” Tamrin replies.
     “Where is your book?”
     Tamrin shrugs.  “I left it at home.”
     Sister Aster's frown deepens.  “And what good is it doing you there?”
     Tamrin glances toward the ceiling like he’s trying to recall something.  “I believe I'm using it to prop up a rickety side table.  Why do you ask?”  He sounds so sweet and innocent.  I can't help but stifle a giggle against my hand.
     Sister Aster shoots me a diminishing glare and I force myself to hold my breath.  “The point is, Mr. Chevalier, you cannot learn without proper materials.  How can you refer to a page without the book in front of you?”
     Tamrin grins that puckish grin of his.  “Oh, is that all?  I don't need a book for that.”
     Sister Aster’s expression changes from disapproval to annoyed.  “Are you trying to be sent to the principal's office?”
     “No, Sister, I see Mr. Sauderheim enough at home.”  That prompts whispers out of the students and I sink in my seat.
     Sister Aster ignores the students.  “You do realize you are being insubordinate.”
     “That's not my intent,” he says.  “If I may?”  He leans over, takes my book, and hands it to Sister Aster.
     She cradles it in her meaty arms.
     “I will be reading from page three hundred three.  A poem called A Dream Pang by Robert Frost.  Does that meet your approval?”
     Sister Aster turns to the correct page, skims the contents, and nods.
     Tamrin looks directly at me and begins to speak.
 
“I had withdrawn in forest, and my song
          Was swallowed up in leaves that blew away;
          And to the forest edge you came one day
          (This was my dream) and looked and pondered long,
          But did not enter, though the wish was strong:
          You shook your pensive head as who should say,
          'I dare not–too far in his footsteps stray–
          He must seek me would he undo the wrong.”
 
     Tamrin's voice floats, more beautiful than ever, like silky smoke.  Like a forgotten memory trickling up to tempt my interest and my unsteady pulse. But his tone is sad, melancholy.  I can't shake the feeling the poem is meant for him to say to me.  As if he’s speaking only to me in this instant.  He continues.

          “Not far, but near, I stood and saw it all
          Behind low boughs the trees let down outside;
          And the sweet pang it cost me not to call
          And tell you that I saw does still abide.
          But 'tis not true that thus I dwelt aloof,
          For the wood wakes, and you are here for proof.”
 
     Tamrin is staring so intently at me that I swear he's trying to use telepathy on me.  He's doing something to me, and it's not bending my pencil.  Is this some quasi-romantic way of admitting to stalking me?  ‘Cause I’m not buying the woo-fest, no matter how masterful the delivery.
     “Lucky strike,” Sister Aster croons.  Her voice challenges.  “What's on three-ten?”
     Tamrin drags his eyes from me, like it's nearly painful.  He looks annoyed. “Fire and Ice, same author.”
     “Recite that as well.”
     Tamrin draws a breath and begins to recite the first stanza.  This time it has none of the artistry, beauty, or reminiscence of the previous poem.  He sounds almost angry.
 
     “Some say the world will end in fire,
          Some say in ice.
          From what I've tasted of desire
          I hold with those who favor fire.
          But if it had to perish twice,
          I think I know enough of hate
          To say that for destruction ice
          Is also great
          And would suffice.”
 
     Tamrin turns flat eyes on Sister Aster.  “Would you like me to also recite the book’s critique of the poem?”
     Sister Aster glances at the book, even though she knows that he recited the poem correctly, and clears her throat.  “I'd much prefer your own take on the poem, Mr. Chevalier.”
     Tamrin looks at me.  I'm not sure if it's to see if I'm listening or to get my approval before speaking.  I lift my brows, curious.  I'm all ears.  He cocks his head and keeps his eyes on me as he speaks.  “I think it's about love and lust.”
     I break his gaze, feeling uncomfortable he said that while staring at me.  The class rustles uneasily at the prospect of this new guy bringing up sex in a Catholic classroom, but Sister Aster holds up her hand for silence.  
     “Would you expound upon that theory?” 
     Tamrin doesn't take his eyes off of me, but I see his growing annoyance that Sister Aster won't shut up and teach her class.  I think he's going to make her regret asking.       
     “Well, in my personal opinion,” he begins, “true love is something akin to fire.  It consumes you whole and spits you out with so little left of what you were previously that you can't put yourself back together.  On the other hand, lust is an icy affair.  It's not about emotion or the other person; it's a selfish, cold endeavor that leaves everything whole and untouched on the surface.  Robert Frost is equating the world with his own life, since the value of the world is directly related to his own experience.  He's simply making the claim that he believes love is stronger than lust, but both of them are fine ways to destroy oneself.”
     “But doesn't Frost clearly state that desire is fire and hate is ice?” Sister Aster counters.
     Tamrin shrugs.  “Who’s to say that love isn't true desire and lust isn't true hate?  Isn't lust a sin?  Isn't it the ultimate self hate to allow oneself to fold to sin?  And what of the love of God?  Do we not desire God above all else?  Don't we destroy ourselves and others either way?”
     Holy cow, did he just turn this into a religious debate? 

     We all stare wide-eyed at Sister Aster who purses her lips and puts the book on my desk.  It's clear she's itching to argue this further and Tamrin is playing devil's advocate and making this mole-hill poem into a mountain on purpose – simply to get her goat.  “Interesting point.” Her tone could frost glass.
     Tamrin bites his lip, annoyed that she didn't take the bait.  “My only intended point was to display the fact that I don't need to bring my book to class.  I have it memorized,” he points at his temple, “in its entirety.  I have a photographic memory.”
     “So I read in your file,” Sister Aster dismisses and she moves away.  
     I hunch in my seat and try to keep out of the class's obvious mental spotlight aimed at Tamrin.  Totally hot.  Totally strong.  Totally sharp as a tack.  Totally obnoxious.  I can envision Kayla Sheiffer coming over at the end of class and trying to recruit him for model U.N.  
     I'm so caught up in being annoyed with his uncanny way of turning everything on its head that I don't notice he's read my message and written a response until he leans over and puts the folded paper inside my elbow.  His fingers brush my skin as they retreat.
     HAVE YOU ALREADY FORGOTTEN THAT I'M A KNIGHT OF THE SUMMER COURT?  WHAT DO YOU THINK I DO ALL DAY, TWIDDLE MY THUMBS?
     Ugh, he’s still stuck on that.  I scratch my reply.
     NO, OBVIOUSLY.  
     I pause.  In all honesty, I assumed he screwed from dawn to dawn, but I’m not telling him that.  
     IT'S JUST YOU DON'T LOOK LIKE YOU COULD DO SOMETHING LIKE THAT.  DOESN'T IT TAKE YEARS TO HAVE THE KIND OF STRENGTH AND CONTROL TO CATCH SOMEONE’S HAND WHEN THEY’RE PUNCHING YOU?  HOW DO YOU FIND TIME TO LEARN MARTIAL ARTS AND MEMORIZE ENGLISH TEXT BOOKS AND UH...PROMOTE YOUR POSITION IN COURT?
     I grimace at my last line.  I'm probably going to regret writing it, but I'm curious.  I hand it back, mindful to avoid physical contact.  
     He reads it, gives me a wry look, then bites his bottom lip and gives me a foxy seductive smirk that makes me blush harder and turn away.  
     I nearly jump out of my seat when his hand slides over my thigh and deposits the note in my lap.  I try to keep myself from visibly cringing away from him as he lets his hand slide away far too slowly.  I stare at the white paper square buried in the sea of deep green pleats, beating down what his contact invoked in me.
     When I'm sure I can keep from blushing, I throw an accusatory glance his way, but he's pointedly staring at Sister Aster who has continued to discuss the very boring critique of Fire and Ice at the bottom of page three hundred ten.  I read the note.
     I'VE HAD PLENTY OF TIME.  BESIDES, IT'S QUALITY, NOT QUANTITY.  IT ALL DEPENDS WHO YOU FLAUNT YOUR POSITION TO.
     P.S.- SORRY ABOUT THE THIGH.  YOUR PULSE WAS GETTING A LITTLE SLUGGISH.       
     I crack my brow and rip out a response.
     SLUGGISH?  MY POOR HEART HASN'T HAD A CHANCE TO CALM DOWN SINCE WE SAT DOWN!
     P.S.-PAWS OFF, FAERIE MAN.
     Tamrin reads my note shoots me another smirk and doesn't respond.
 
 



Chapter 23
 
Tamrin
 
     After the annoying English class, Jeanette meets up with her dark-haired friend, Celeste, waiting outside the door.
     “We have a Spanish quiz tomorrow,” Celeste says. “Do you want help studying?”
     No.  She has me to study with now and I’m not sharing her with someone who makes her heart ache just by being in the same room with her.
     Jeanette gives her a surprised look.  “You actually want to study?”
     Celeste bites her lip and shrugs.  “Well, I feel kind of bad because I told you I’d help for the last test.”
     Jeanette looks away.  “But you pushed me off for the Jacuzzi and a mani-pedi sleep over with Amber instead, and while I failed the test, I’m sure you aced it.”  
     Oh, so it’s Celeste’s fault Jean failed.  But, by reading Jean’s heart, I see she’s more hurt than anything.
     Celeste makes a little growly noise.  “Hello, DQ, trying to apologize here.”  I sense this girl is very troubled as well.
     Jeanette drops her shoulders and sighs.  “I know.  I know, I’m sorry.  I’m just high strung lately.”   Her eyes slice sideways and fix on me.
     I have the distinct feeling she's angry at me, but I can't figure out what for.  Well, I guess she's annoyed about this entire situation.  But what does she want me to do?  It's her fault after all.  I could have killed her and been done with it, but no, she wants to live another boring human year.  I don't understand.  Time ticks painfully slow in the human realm.
     Someone grabs my arm.  “Are you listening to me?”
     Celeste is standing in front of me.  Her hand is clasped around my sleeve and she’s giving me expectant eyes.  Her dark features and the way they scream pay attention to me are too much like Roxel’s, I don't like it.  I don’t like her.  I shake my head indicating I’m not listening, nor I don’t care to.  
     Celeste glances at Jeanette stretched on tip-toes to reach into the far corner of her locker.  I want to step behind her and get the book she can’t reach, but that would upset her more and I already hate that she’s mad at me.
     “You've got to train your boyfriend better, Nett.  He's rude,” Celeste says.  She's got one of those bored, seductive voices – also like Roxel – as if training for a future in phone sex.
     Jeanette pauses and stares at her friend.  Her glasses slip down the bridge of her nose and I feel her heart hitch against her breast when Celeste’s comment sinks in.
     Jeanette looks at me and scowls.  She points a finger in my face and turns her indignant expression on Celeste.  “He is not my boyfriend.”
     Celeste glances between the two of us, her guard momentarily down, letting me see the vulnerable confusion inside her.  “But, you’re living together.”
     “So?” Jeanette says, her heart fluttering.
     “You’re not sleeping together?”
     “Celeste!”  Jeanette cries.
     “Past or present?”
     “No,” Jeanette mutters, her face pink.  “We’re not and have not slept together.” Which is a lie because this morning she blew up at me for coming in and getting into bed with her last night.  I don’t understand what her problem is.  I have never slept alone and I really can’t get used to the idea anyone would want to. 
     Celeste grins in triumph and levels her nearly black eyes to my arm, still in her grasp.  “Can I have him?”
     “No,” Jeanette and I say at the same time.  We both sound disgusted by the idea.  We look at each other with surprise and I smile at the idea that she doesn't want to share me.
     Pouting, Celeste drops my sleeve and leans against the bank of lockers.  She talks about a television show while Jeanette comments back and collects her books.  With them side by side, their differences are obvious.  Jeanette wears a longer skirt than most of the other girls in Mary Magda.  I can't imagine why, she's got a voluptuous body.  Even when reaching up into her locker, her skirt barely hikes above her knee.  Seeing her stand next to Celeste, whose skirt barely covers her rear end while she's standing upright, makes Jeanette look, well, prude.  
     “…I’d totally throw him down and have my way with him.”  Celeste says as she crosses her arms under her breasts and presses them upward until they strain against the buttons on her off-white uniform shirt.  The top three buttons are undone, so if you’re tall like me and most of the male student body, you get a pretty good glance down her cleavage.  “Wouldn’t you?”
     I follow Celeste’s gaze, wanting to know the answer despite myself.
     Jeanette casts Celeste a cursory glance.  “Liam Hemsworth?”  She scratches her head, as if she’s not entirely sure of the answer.  Jeanette's buttoned up completely and wearing a green sweater vest, so I can't even get a good outline of her physique.  “I dunno.”
     Celeste rolls her eyes.  “Are you ever going to develop a crush on someone, Netti?  I swear, sometimes you’re a lesbian.”  Jeanette lets out an indignant squeak, which gets Celeste chuckling.  “I’m only kidding, chica, relax.”
     Night and day, these two.  Jeanette, sweet and innocent; Celeste, smelling like sex and danger from across the hallway.  Celeste stares at me again, probably wondering why I'm scrutinizing her so intensely if I've made it clear I'm not interested.
     As if reading my thoughts, she speaks.  “Second thoughts, Danger-Boy?”
     Danger-Boy?

Bleck.  I inch closer to Jeanette, reiterating who my focus is on.  Even if I weren’t so oddly attracted to Jean, I’d never go for someone like Celeste.
     As Jeanette closes her locker, Celeste peels from the wall in a slow, meant-to-be-teasing way. “Why does it always take so long to go to your locker?  What do you do in there anyway?  Alphabetize them?”
     I smirk.  Jeanette does, in fact, alphabetize her books.
     Jeanette crosses her arms over her notebooks and holds them to her chest as she sticks out her tongue, then she turns and glances at me.  “I suppose I should at least show you were your next class is.”  She makes it sound like it's some big task.
     I smile at her.  Oh, wonderful, stupid, Jeanette, she hasn’t figured it out yet.  “You're already showing me.”
     It takes a second to understand what I mean.  I watch her brow with expectation, knowing her furrow is going to deepen any second.
     “You have chem with me, too?”  She sounds upset by the news.     
     “I have everything with you.”
     She stops mid-stride and stares at me, jaw slack, and green eyes opened wider.  “You're kidding me.”
     I shake my head.  “What would be the point in enrolling in the same school to be with you if I didn't take the same classes as you?”
     Celeste whistles softly under her breath.  “Wow, if that's not boyfriend material, I don't know what you're smoking.”  Jeanette shoots an annoyed glance at her friend and Celeste shrugs.  “What?” she asks. “I'm right, aren’t I?”
     Jeanette spins on her heel and stalks off, leaving me with Celeste.  She glances up at me, her expression unguarded and confused again.  “What did I say?”
     Sighing, I turn from her and almost collide with Amber who materialized out of nowhere at my side.  Her eyes trail Jeanette’s retreating auburn head.  “Oh great, what did you say to piss her off now?”
     Celeste twirls a finger through her hair, and forces an annoyed, bored voice.  “Who the hell knows.  She’s being Jeanette.”
     Amber’s expression turns irritated – something I didn’t think possible because she always seems to be grinning like she’s been in the pixie dust.  “What’s that supposed to mean?”
     Celeste frowns at her, obviously as surprised by Amber’s defensive tone as I am and holds out her hands in a defenseless gesture.  “You know what I mean.”  She sounds at a loss for words.
     Still looking annoyed, Amber angles herself away from Celeste.  “I don’t actually.”  Her fingers grasp my sleeve and she tugs at my arm.  “Come on, Tamrin.”
     Uncertain, I follow Amber, wishing I’d had sense enough to run after Jean when she was still in eyesight.  I have no business getting mixed up in female drama, I have enough back home.  
     “Amber,” Celeste calls.  “Wait a minute.”
     But Amber ignores her, dragging me around a corner and then slowing.  She drops my sleeve, returns her hand to the shoulder strap of her backpack, and then shakes her head.  “Ugh, she makes me so mad sometimes,” she growls.  “She doesn’t think.”
     I glance at her as we walk down the hall, I don’t know if I’m supposed to respond or not, so I nod.
     Amber stares up at me with bright hazel eyes and her grin suddenly returns.  “You can talk to us, you know.  I’m sure it would make Nett happy.”
     I stare into those big eyes that seem to be laughing at me.  Suddenly, I get the feeling that this Amber girl is smarter than she looks.  “I don’t know what to say to you.”
     “Well,” she says, turning away, “why don’t you try answering my questions from this morning without lying?”
     Part of me wants to gape at her.  “Why does everyone insist on accusing me of lying?”
     She cuts her eyes at me.  “Jeanette would never shack up with some random guy she just met.”
     I cock my head, confused as to why Leah’s Bend – the spell that’s supposed to make people accept me – doesn’t seem to be working on this girl.  “Perhaps we’ve known each other longer than you know?”
     She examines me harder, her mouth serious and the skin under her eyes pinched.  “I don’t think so.  Jeanette tells me and Em everything.  If she was dating someone, I would have known about it.”
     “We are not dating.”  For whatever reason, I’m almost disappointed at the admission.
     “I know that.”
     “Then why did you call me her boyfriend this morning?”
     Smiling again, she slips close and hooks her elbow around my arm in a conspiratorial way.  “Do you want to know how long I’ve been trying to convince Jeanette that she should have a boyfriend?”
     I give her a confused look.  What is she getting at?
     “Ever since we met.  Any time there is even a suggestion that she might be with someone or is with someone, even if I suggest someone is looking at her – she always denies it.”  She lifts her chin and flashes her teeth.  “She didn’t do it this morning.”
     I blink down at her, trying to figure out what she means.  
     “Take that as you will.”  Her small hand pats my bicep and she slides away from me as we reach the door.
     Why do women have to be so confusing?  I trail after her, more confused than ever as she practically skips to a high-top table where Jean is already sitting.
 



Chapter 24
 
Jeanette
 
     I drop my bag and flop down on my bed.  I don't even want to acknowledge Tamrin standing in my doorway, his leather bag slung over his shoulder, his arms folded, and his eyes staring at me.  I want to slug him right now.
     “What do you want to do?” he says.  Something in his voice knows he's done something wrong, but he insists on talking anyway.  He doesn’t know when to shut up.
     “I just want to lay here until I turn to dust,” I mumble into my pillow.  It smells like Tamrin.  Everything in my room smells like him, even though he's only been here for a couple of days.
     “Somehow, I don’t think that would be an acceptable chemistry project,” Tamrin reasons.
     I scoff into the pillow.  “Good.  Maybe then I'll get expelled and I'll be able to transfer out.”
     I hear him drop his bag beside mine and then his weight is shifting the other side of the bed, but I don't move.  Why should I have to move?  It's my room – my bed.
     Tamrin puts his hand on my back.  It's hot through both my sweater and my collared shirt.  When I don't acknowledge his presence, he grasps my shoulder and rolls me over.  I don’t bother trying to resist.  He's too strong and I'm not willing to hurt myself over something as dumb as not wanting to look at him.  Although, I do turn my face away from him.  He straddles my hips and sits, staring at me until I can't help but wonder why he's sitting there and glance in his direction.  
     He's watching me with bottomless, ethereal eyes.  “Why do you want to be expelled?”
     I roll my eyes.  “I wasn't being serious.”
     “Then why did you say it?”
     Exhaling, I try to adjust my position, but all my squirming does is wrench my skirt further up.  I feel the coarse fabric of his trousers and the hard planes of his muscles against my legs.  “I was exasperated.  I don't want to be expelled, but I do want to go to a school far away from here.”
     Tamrin cocks his head and leans back.  The gesture exerts pressure between us and I have to look away again.  I shouldn’t let him be on me like this.  It makes my body want things it shouldn’t.  How can you be both terrified and attracted to someone?
     “You mean far away from me,” he says after a long moment.  “You're mad at me.
     I lift a sarcastic brow.  “Ya think?”
     Tamrin looks down and his fingers suddenly find a stray string on my sweater incredibly fascinating.  For a long moment, he picks at it like a kid sent to the corner.  “I knew it,” he whispers.  “I can tell when you're mad at me.”
     “I'm always mad at you,” I mutter.  Though, it’s not true.  I’m more mad at me for not being mad at him, for not tossing out this whacko fantasy when I had the chance.  Because I don’t have a ghost of a chance now.  I’m in way too deep too fast and I have no idea what to do about it.
     He looks up, his eyes search mine and when he doesn't see what he's looking for, he looks down at the string again.  “Why are you mad at me?”
     Groaning, I throw my head back.  “Are you kidding me?  Tamrin, you broke Marc Donahu's hand in English, you nearly made Brandon Balducci pee his pants in chem, you got in a fist fight with half the soccer team in gym class, you were completely rude to my friends all day, and you somehow got Senora Reyes to let me retake the last Spanish test.”
     Tamrin bites his bottom lip.  “Perhaps I do not understand or accept human social norms as well as I thought.”
     I scoff.  “That’s an understatement.”
     “I dislike how some of your male schoolmates act in your presence…But, I will attempt to reign in my aggression.”
     That’s a start, I suppose.  “And my friends?”
     He thinks about this for a long moment.  “I shall be more civil to them as well.  Even the one named Celeste, though, I don’t know how I feel about her.”
     I roll my eyes.  “That makes two of us.”
     He smirks at me.  “And yet, you are friends.”
     I look away from him.  “She’s not that bad once you get to know her.”  
     Tamrin looks away.  “No, I suppose not.  She seems conflicted.”
     Tamrin picks up on things, I’ll give him that.  New Celeste is using her attitude and new personality to hide something, to lash out and pick at others so they won’t look too close at her.  “Something happened to her this summer.  One of these days, I’m gonna figure out what.”
     Tamrin nods, as if agreeing it’s a smashing idea.  Then, after a moment, he says, “Have I done everything wrong?  I thought the re-test would be a good thing.  Why does that anger you?”
     Drawn back to the here and now, I pull my glasses off and pinch the bridge of my nose.  Doesn’t he understand I want to pass or fail on my own?  I don’t want anyone asking for me to have second chances.  Real life isn’t like that.  And why does he even care if I pass Spanish or not?  Why are we having this conversation?  This guy makes me want to knock my head against walls.  “Because, just – because.”
     Sagging forward, Tamrin pulls my hand away from my face.  “Don't do that Jean, I hate when you do that.”
     I keep my eyes closed, not wanting to see the expression I imagine accompanying such a familiar, concerned voice.  “Do what?”
     He takes my glasses out of my other hand and, for a moment, shifts forward over me.  I hear him put my glasses on the bed stand and when he shifts back, my skirt has ridden up entirely.  “Wish that you could bang your head against something.  I hate when I make you feel that way.”
     I open my eyes and stare at him.  How does he know these things?  “Can you read my mind?”
     Tamrin flashes me his deep smile and looks down, almost...bashfully.  I think he would have found the string and played with it again, if my upturned skirt wasn't such an obvious distraction.  He slides down my legs and traces the hems of my shorts.  The gesture shoots electricity into my core and my arms and legs break out in goosebumps.  Realizing I should struggle away, I pull a ragged breath, but can't manage enough strength to get out from under him.
     “If I could read your mind, my life would be much easier.  I would know how to get your heart,” he says solemnly, his fingers still tracing half arcs across my thighs.
     Annoyed, I reach down and pin his hand flat and still.  “You're still fussing over that?”
     Tamrin looks up at me, confused.  “Of course, I'm fussing over that.  Why do you think I'm debasing myself in the human realm?  Why do you think I'm following you around like some lost spaniel even though you spurn me?”
     Good question.  Had I thought for an instant that this was something more?  Well, it’s obviously not for him.  Although, this seems like an awful lot to go through for one measly flower.  I look at the rose sitting upright in the crystal vase on my desk.  There's a puddle of red around it, petals that have fallen since this morning.  More and more petals fall each day, but the rose never seems to get smaller.  Will that always be?  Will it ever fade?  If it only loses petals then why can't we simply go glue it back to its stalk?  It looks the same as it did when I picked it.  Even more beautiful now.  Perhaps it really is a magic rose?  Would that mean Tamrin’s been telling me the truth this whole time?  Could faeries really be real?
     “Why is the rose so important?” I ask.
     Tamrin's fingers curl underneath my palm, gathering a fist full of my shorts.  The feeling of his fingers slipping beneath the fabric of my already short shorts and pressing into my skin makes me shiver.  “Roxel commanded me to watch the roses – to protect them with my life.”
     “So, if they’re so important, won’t she notice before a year is over?”  What am I saying?  I’m mashing down my own terms.
     Sighing, Tamrin releases his hold on my shorts.  His hand wanders up the expanse of my thigh, beneath my skirt, and he rhythmically traces his thumb over my hip bone.  I stay still, terrified by the delight his touch brings my body.  If he’s out to win possession of my heart, he’s doing a good job.  It’s turning traitor.
     “I don't know,” he says after a minute.  “I've watched those roses for so long and she never came to see them once.  But that does not mean she will not come tomorrow or the next day.  That is why I fear this agreement that we've made.  If there is anything that will satisfy you sooner than a year, I must know.  I will get it for you and then you can give me your heart.”
     Annoyed that he can’t let it go, that he can’t enjoy the moment, that he’s upsetting my heart by not feeling what I do, that I’m even feeling anything – I wrench myself over onto my side in a feeble attempt at escape.  Tamrin clenches his thighs around my legs and I squeak in surprise at both his strength and audacity.  Realizing I can't go anywhere, I wrestle myself into a sitting position and brace myself with both hands, fuming.
     “And what are you going to do with my heart when you cut it out of my body?” I demand.  “You going to slap it onto a silver platter and hand it over to the Summer Queen?  Or are you going to plant it?  How does a heart make a rose, Tamrin?”
     Tamrin launches himself at me with such force that my elbows buckle and we collapse onto the bed.  He slaps his hand over my mouth and shoves me hard into the pillow.  
     “Hush,” he hisses. “Faeries have ears everywhere.  I will learn how it is done.  I will restore the rose.”
     I struggle underneath him and when he doesn't budge, I shake my head wildly until his hand falls away from my mouth.  I dagger him with my eyes.  “You better figure out before you off me, Green Man. Hearts don’t stay fresh without their living human.” 
     Tamrin looks at me with surprise.  “Offing you?” he says with a laugh.  The feeling of his laugh vibrates through his stomach and between my legs.  I have trouble not clenching that sensation closer.  “What makes you think I'm simply going to off you?”  He sounds far too amused as he leans harder, flattening his entire body against mine, and brings his mouth flush to my ear.  Then he whispers:  “I'm going to torture you first.”
     A hot whip-cord lashes down my spine, making my legs spasm and a profuse blush erupt along my skin.  I should be screaming bloody murder at his threat, but his physical proximity, the amused purr in his voice, the way he pressed subtly against me makes me think he's threatening something completely different…Something having to do with the animal in my lower abdomen demanding to crawl out and swallow him whole.  
     I fight the urge to pull my hands away from where they're braced against his chest and clutch the cross hanging around my neck.  I don't want to show him my fear or my unfamiliar elation.  I don't want him to know he's making me think things I shouldn't be. 
     But Tamrin knows.  He reads my body.  Knows how hot I suddenly feel, he knows how quickly my heart beats, he knows how coiled to spring my muscles are.  He knows I want him and that’s probably why he’s threatening to play with me before killing me.  
     He props himself on his elbows and stares at me.  His face is so close. I need only arch into him and I could kiss him.  I don’t care if he’s crazy or a faerie-lord.  His eyes search mine and his knuckles smooth over my brow with a feather-light touch.  
     Holy cow, how does he do this?  I was pissed three minutes ago and now I want in his pants.  He’s right.  He is good at his job.
     No.  I can't want him.  He's bad.  Less than a year from now, he's taking that dagger and killing me.  No, he’ll torture me first.  Not torture, tease.  Like he's doing now.  Like a cat playing with its mouse before eating it.  He will have my body then take my heart and leave me cold and dying.  …And I will let him.  
     No, I won't let him.  That’s not fair to me.  I push at him.  “Get off me.  Please.”
     Tamrin blinks in surprise.  “What?”
     I shove at him with closed fists.  “Please, Tam,” then grasping for something else, I say, “I have to start dinner.”
     He grabs both my fists and cuffs them at either side of my head with his hands.  “Let your Dad do it,” he says.
     Dad.  Oh crap, Tamrin is doing this to me with my dad in the house.  Though with the way they’re all of the sudden so buddy-buddy, Dad might throw confetti if he caught me and Tamrin like this.  Speaking of…
     “What did you do to him?  Why are you two suddenly best buds?  And how'd you get into the school?  What the hell did you do?”
     Tamrin's lips curl into a frown.  “You really want me to answer all those questions?”  Foreboding tinges his voice and I know I'm not going to like what he says.  But I don't understand what's happening.
     “Yes,” I manage, my voice so strained it comes out as a croak.     
     Tamrin takes a deep breath and holds it.  He frees my hands and adjusts his position so he's braced on his forearms with his hips wedged between my legs.  I don't know how he managed to get himself there, but I can't do much about it – other than pray he doesn't go farther.
     “Other than Manifesters, we have Aos Si with other Talents.  I performed favors for a number of them to achieve this outcome,” he says carefully.  His eyes watch mine, ready for negative response.  “Time passes differently in Otherworld.  While you were in school one day, I had nearly three days to find, favor, and plan this situation.”
     “And what exactly is this situation?  Who are you supposed to be?  Some sort of visiting cousin?”
     Tamrin shakes his head.  “No, Jean.”  His eyes glaze in thought for a moment and then he says.  “Have you forgotten that I'm a lot older than I look?”
     I might have…Is it creepy to have a crush on an older man?  Even if he looks my age?  Vampires do it all the time, right?  “No.”
     His eyes unfocus, his mind lost within itself. “I’ve been recalling memories so old and fragmented that they feel like they have cobwebs.  One of these memories gave me the idea.  A very long time ago, I don’t even remember guarding the roses then, but I remember a younger you.  There was a boy your age.  I know he was very close to you. I planned around this memory.”
     Realization slams into me with such force, my head physically smacks into the pillow.  Timmy.  This guy is pretending to be Timmy.  Has to be, I was never close to any other boy.  And he used magic to do it.  Which means…he’s not crazy.  He’s telling the truth about Summer Court and faeries.  Hurt and rage well in me as I stare at the Aos Si who saw me with Timmy before his disappearance and stole that memory to make his own.
     Unbridled betrayal wells in me. Before I know what I’m doing, I punch Tamrin. 
     He doesn't budge an inch.  I cradle my hand to my chest as I begin crying and yelling and struggling to get out from under him.  Words spill out of me, blurring together.  “I can't believe–!  You're a horrible person!  How could you use Timmy's memory?  My memory?  What did you do?  Take his life from everyone who knew him?  How could you just erase–?”
     Tamrin remains still as I pound against his chest and cry myself into wracking sobs.  He lets me roll onto my stomach and sob into my pillow.  He slides over me and lays there like his weight alone can keep my heart from breaking.
     “I'm sorry,” he whispers.  “You wanted magic.”
     Not this kind of magic.  This is evil.  My memory of Timmy is sacred and this monster defiled it.  “I hate you.” 
     He presses his face against my hair and speaks into my unkempt tresses.  “No Jean, you don't hate me.  You never did and never will.”
     His tone is so familiar—my mind screams to turn and verify that he is indeed Timmy.  It makes me hate Tamrin even more.  He's made my mind think he is the one boy I’ve ever loved.
     “You're trying to make me forget him,” I whimper.  “I won’t let you.  I'll never forget him.”
     Tamrin lifts his head, as if I've said something incredibly interesting.  “The Bender's magic is not supposed to affect you.  I made certain to ask that she not meddle with your thoughts or memories.  I had no intention of hurting you.”
     “She's not doing what you told her,” I snap.  “Every day you seem more and more like Timmy and I hate you for it.”
     Tamrin’s fingers slide through my hair.  “I never sought to replace your friend.  I merely sought to inhabit the idea of a close childhood friend.  One that your father would trust and allow as a member of the family.”
     I turn and glare at him.  He looks genuinely bewildered and if I could swing at this angle I'd give him another black eye to match the one I hope he's developing.  “Looks like you didn't fully satisfy your Bender, Mr. Faerie Whore. She's taking out her sexual frustration on your deal,” I sneer, trying my best to put dripping venom into my words.  The words seem to hurt me more than him, though.
     Tamrin only pulls away, looking deep in thought.  After a moment he gets up and slips through the door.
     Sobbing, I sit up and stare around my empty room.  For whatever reason, I don’t like it.  Have I pushed him away entirely?  Have my words finally hurt him enough to shove him out for good?  Will he go home and never come back?  It’s what I want, right?
     Then why does it feel wrong?  Why do I hate that I called him that?  Why do I want to run after him?
 



Chapter 25
 
Tamrin
 
     Leah is sitting in her recliner and reading a romance novel.  I'm fairly certain she and I are close to the same age by Earth standards.  She's been posing as a college student for the past few years.  I’m thankful for that, at least.  I don't know what I would do if she went to Mary Magda.  She'd give Jeanette all sorts of hell, no doubt.
     “Something's wrong with your Bend.”  I pace the room, unsure of how to handle the information Jeanette has given me.  She shouldn't be confusing me with someone from her past.  We don't know each other.  We know each other better than anyone.  I stop and rub my temple.  No.  While it may feel like I know Jean like the back of my hand, it’s because of the favors I called in.  There’s nothing real about it, it’s all fake.  Gah, this whole affair is messing with my head.  How could Leah screw up so badly?
     Leah glances up from her book.  “I don't mess up my Bends,” she says, voice flat.
     “Jeanette thinks I'm the friend,” I explain.  I know she understands what I mean.  I had to tell Leah what had happened to get her to help me.
     Leah lifts a perfectly plucked eyebrow and unfolds her stick-thin legs.  A female Aos Si will usually manifest more angelic traits that make her look more beautiful than humans.  While Leah is pretty in an otherworldly sort of way, she has also manifested a number of human traits.  She’s waif-like and really, there’s nothing different or overly appealing about her when compared to everyone else in Otherworld.  Though on Earth, I assume she gets plenty of interest.  She smoothes out her jeans and shakes a mane of soil-brown hair.
     “Well, that's interesting,” she muses in her high, almost child-like voice.  It's unnerving to make love to someone with a voice like that.  Love.  Hah.  There is no love between me or any of the women I’ve been with.  Only lust.  Ice.  An endless bed of ice.  “Maybe you are?” she teases.
     I scowl at her.  “That's not funny.”
     She smirks.  “Not for you maybe.”  She comes toward me and places her hands on my chest.  “You're going to stay awhile aren't you?”
     I open my mouth, but shut it without responding.  Jean.  More than ever, I don't want to bend to Leah’s lust, but do I have a choice?  I need to get through the gate and I can’t if I don’t give Leah what she wants.  “I have to see Roxel,” I say after a long moment.  “I need to figure out what's going on.”
     Leah scrunches her nose at the mention of her queenly cousin and backs away from me.  “She's going to figure it out, you know.  You and I both know Roxi, she’s not simpleminded.”
     I close my eyes.  “I almost wish Roxel would find out.  Maybe it would be better if she killed me and got it over with.”  Jean would be safe then.  I frown at myself.  But then I’d be dead.  
     Leah steps forward and smoothes her fingers over the back of my neck.  “You don’t wish that.”
     “No, I don’t,” I admit.  “I don’t have a death wish.  It’s Jeanette’s fault, so logically she should pay for it.”  But I don’t believe my own words.
     “That’s the spirit.”  She pats my chest.
     I glance down at her, hating her even more.  I could just kill her.  I could get through the gate whenever I wanted then.  But would I be any better than what Jean thinks I am?   Am I any better?  She called me a whore…Is that what I am?  I suppose so.  I pay my way through life with my body.  That’s all I’m good at. 
     I pull away from Leah and collapse onto the couch, the wind completely out of my sails.  It’s all I’m good at.  I’ve always known that was my lot in life…to be a whore.  But, for just a few days, I felt like something more.  Like I could have a real life with real value…with someone who didn’t think of me as a whore.
     But she does.
     Only because I’ve proven myself to be.
     Leah, looking wide-eyed, steps in front of me and puts her hand on my shoulder.  I flinch.  I literally flinch.  What kind of knight am I?  Have I become one of those people who doesn’t want to be touched?
     I only want to be touched by Jean.
     Leah, slides down beside me.  “Are you okay?”
     I shake my head.  “I can’t do it.”
     Her hand slips along my leg.  “Oh, is that all?  I can help.”
     “No,” I growl.  Grabbing her wrist and pushing her hand away.  “I can’t do this with you.”
     Realization dawns in Leah’s eyes and she presses her lips together.  “Your little human?”  She shakes her head in disbelief, her eyes wide and trailing the floor.  “She’s got you whipped.  I never thought I’d see the day.”
     I lift a shoulder.  Compared to the courtiers I’ve been dealing with, Jeanette’s a benevolent mistress.    
     Leah sits and stares at me, long and hard.  “What is the appeal of these human girls?  You and Connor both.  I don’t get it.”
     I cock my head.  “Connor?”  Connor McKinley is probably the closest thing I have to a friend and his sudden infatuation with a human is as surprising to me as my own unreasonable attraction to Jean.  Like me, he lives between Earth and Otherworld and, also like me, Leah has a particular interest in him that stems off of Roxel’s interest.  Though, unlike me, Connor’s safe from Roxel because she wouldn’t dare touch him and risk the ire of the Spring Queen.  Leah’s glee comes entirely from the fact that she can have him whenever he needs something from her while Roxi can only admire from afar.
     Leah lifts an indignant chin and pouts.  “He hasn’t come to see me for a while, either.  My Dragora tell me he’s too preoccupied with some girl that has recently shown up in Baileville and he’s getting himself all mixed up with the Winter Prince again because of it.”
     I sigh.  Connor never could keep himself out of a fight with Taylor Bain.  One day, one of them is going to kill the other.
     She barks a laugh, her tone dismissing.  “I suppose it’s stupid for me to wonder about it.  Obviously there’s something mesmerizing about humans, our ancestors wouldn’t have fallen otherwise, right?”
     I nod once.
     “By the Dagda, you’re depressing me, Tam.  Just get the hell out of here and see Roxel.”
 
Roxel trots her gelding across the gravel and dismounts in a flurry of skirts.  She lands soundless and graceful among the mulling mass of cu, her faerie hounds.  With a wave of her hand, she gives a command to the other members of her hunting party.  Two centaurs trot off toward the kitchens with the limp and bloody body of a stag weighing between them, its antlers dragging deep gouges into the gravel.  She sees me standing under the awning and waves; her trodden, queenly air dropped in a girlish gesture of flirtation.  “Tamrin!”
     Wincing at her voice, I slip out into the harsh sunlight.  I try to look pleased as I approach.  I don’t want her to see how tense I feel, how much I don’t want to be here – with her.  This is the dangerous part.
     “Where have you been?” Her voice implies a punishment I don’t want to think about. She must’ve sensed I was here those three days, and didn’t come to see her.  
     I swallow.  According to Otherworldly time, it’s been more than two weeks since I last saw her.  I wonder if she knows what I’m up to.  She tends to turn a blind eye to what I do with the other Aos Si in her court or the mortals who catch my eye on Earth, so long as I come home to her at the end of the day and perform as she desires.
     She examines me out of the corner of her dark eye.  Roxel’s eyes, like all Aos Si, change color from time to time, but they are always a dark shade.  Some in the Summer Court say it’s because her view of the world is eternally darkened by the weight of her mantle.  
     It’s well known throughout Otherworld that the rulers of the Spring and Summer Courts must endure the greatest sorrows so that the entirety of the collective Seelie Court may survive.  That sorrow manifests itself in the ruler being charged with the task of choosing the tithe to Hell.  Every seven human years, the Seelie Aos Si buy themselves out of damnation by sacrificing the greatest and best among them.  It is the ruler’s task to choose wisely or risk Hell sending forth its tithe collector, The Hunter, and his ghostly hounds.
     I don’t know how old Roxel is, but I know she’s paid more tithes than she can count and I know she learned the hard way that there is no way around the tithe’s demands.  I know those demands have taken her best friends and family – they’ve even taken my family.  It’s said she sacrificed her own husband and she refuses to love another for fear she’ll have to sacrifice him.  I don’t envy her position and I don’t blame her for behaving the way she does.
     “I know you visited with Morgan the Speaker,” she says, voice cold.
     Visited.  What a quaint way of saying I know you screwed someone I don’t like and I’m not happy about it.  
     I don’t meet her eyes and I don’t explain myself.
     Roxel purses her lips and her jaws move as if she’s trying to dislodge something from her tooth.  It’s the closest she’ll come to showing annoyance in front of the other Hill Dweller courtiers.  “What knowledge did you seek that I could not bestow upon you?”  Her voice sounds a little hurt, as if I don’t appreciate everything she’s given me thus far.
     I give her a distressed look.  For as long as I can remember Roxel has been my patron.  She’s the one who gave me my station in the court.  She’s the one that encouraged the other Hill Dwellers to spoil me and lavish gifts and knowledge upon me, despite my handicap.  It didn’t seem to bother her that I was one of the rare few Aos Si who hadn’t been born with Talent.  It didn’t bother her that my eyes didn’t shift in color or that my skin was free of markings and didn’t glow with internal ambience.     
     I owe Roxel a lot and it makes me feel guilty to hide things from her.  I want to fall to my knees and confess how I’ve failed her.  But I can’t do it.  To do so would embrace my inferiority to the Summer Court.  To do so would reveal the stinging fact she entrusted me to do what I could not.  It would show weakness in my loyalty to my queen and endanger Jeanette to Roxel’s ire.
     I fear Roxel’s anger.  I have always known only the tenderest of Roxel’s demeanors, but I have seen what she can do in anger and I fear her turning it on Jean.  I was not lying when I told Jean death by my hands would be more merciful.  Far, far more merciful.
     Roxel is still watching me, waiting for an answer.
     I let out a long breath.  If I don’t tell her, she’ll find out another way, most likely torturing it out of Morgan and I have no desire for Morgan’s blood on my hands.  “I wanted to learn the language of the heart and…Spanish,” I say with shame.
     Roxel cocks her head and laughs a high, tinkling laugh.  It takes her a long moment to compose herself and when she finally does, she still can’t quite contain her breath.  “So, my young Tamrin, have you intentions toward becoming another court poet?  Does your bodily prowess not serve you well enough that you must entice ladies with mortal words of the heart?”
     I try to hide my surprise.  She thinks I’m attempting to learn a trade to further my place in court.  I grin sheepishly and she pats me on the shoulder.
     “I assure you, no such action is needed,” she whispers.  Her fingers slip around my arm and she pulls me toward the courtyard steps.  “Especially with this new ‘absence makes the heart grow fonder’ tactic.  What’s the big idea disappearing like that?  I thought I was going to have to send someone through the Summer Gate to search for you on the other side.”
     My breath catches, making my heart thud faster in fear.  What if she had sent someone?  What if she came herself to search for me?  What if she went to the garden and saw a rose had been dislodged?  What if she found me with Jean?  What if she hurt Jean?  “It won’t happen again, I assure you.”
     Roxel gives me one of her unreadable sidelong glances and then pulls up a wolfish grin.  “So, you missed me, too?”
     I nod, feeling comfort in the familiar lie.  I owe Roxel.  I respect Roxel.  I would never willingly hurt Roxel.  I would do anything to please Roxel.  But I will never love or miss Roxel.  I love her as my queen and nothing else.  I know my duty.  It was my duty that made me bend to her lust in the first place.  After all, why would a young Aos Si take the woman he regarded as his guardian to bed?  Because I know the bend of icy lust.  
     Perhaps at some point Roxel knew what love is.  But it was her love that destroyed her as surely as anything.  Fore her love branded them as the tithe.  Her love burned them, incinerated them.  So, she turned to lust, freezing others into eternity.
     Yes, I think to myself, I know the subtleties of fire and ice quite well.
     Roxel leads me through the white marble halls of Summer Court, dull despite their luxurious splendor, mirthless despite their howling faerie revelries, unfriendly despite their amorous courtiers.
     “Tell me of Benders,” I request as nonchalantly as I can.
     Roxel’s mouth turns suspiciously, but she keeps her gaze trained on the high bank of windows reaching floor to ceiling.  “What a strange turn of thoughts you’ve had lately.”
     I batter down my fear that she suspects something.  “Is it strange?  I’m only asking because I wish to know you better, Roxi.”  I use flattery and her nickname because it will please her, make her more pliable to my requests.  “I wish to know how your powers work.  Especially on humans.”
     Roxel gives me a harsh look, the color in her eyes wheeling from forest green to fertile brown.  “It is the Unseelie Court that uses their powers against the humans, not we Seelies.  Why should we?  It does us no good, doesn’t pay our tithe.”
     I crunch my brow, distressed.  “I hadn’t meant it in that manner.  It was a purely curious question.”  Realizing I sound too anxious, I smile and try to laugh as I say, “Don’t you ever wonder what you could do?”     
     Roxel faces forward and sticks up her nose.  “I’m a Bender, I can do anything I wish.  But really, I don’t care.  It’s none of my business.”  
     Except when it comes to me fornicating with humans.  
     Then she says, “I don’t understand why you’re so interested.”
      “Well, perhaps I am not only different from my brethren in appearance, but in thought, too,” I reflect, trying to sound bitter…It’s not hard.  I pause for a moment, wondering if she’s got something to say, but her expression remains stoic.  “I wondered if a Bender could ever lose control of a Bend, if perhaps it could influence someone that they hadn’t meant to.”  At her flaming expression, I add, “I could wonder that of any Hill Dweller, really, couldn’t I?  I could wonder if a Manifester thought to bring up a bit of thread but called up the whole spool or that a Seer looked only for one person, but traced three.  For whatever reason, I was not born with the Talent, so these answers don’t seem intuitive to me.”
     Roxel’s face falls and she sighs, shaking her head so dark hair brushes her golden shoulders.  “If you had Hill Dweller Talent, you would know it’s impossible for an Awakened and Claimed Aos Si to lose control of his or her Talent.  That’s why we are Claimed by a court when we are Awakened.  The Claiming binds you to your court and the entire power of the court to which you belong serves as both a well and a grounding stone for your energy.”
     Then why is Leah’s Bend spilling into Jeanette’s and my sub consciousnesses?  “And a Bender can do anything?”  I ask.  “There are no limits, nothing that would cause some kind of backfire?”
     Roxel drags me into her chambers.  Twyla is there, like always a fly on the wall.  I give her a nod and she returns the gesture.  “Do you understand what the Talent to Bend is?”  Roxel asks, taking my hand and tugging me toward the bed.
     I resist.  For the first time in a very long time, I resist.  I don’t want to go to Roxel’s bed, just like I didn’t want to go to Leah’s bed.  The only bed I want to be in is Jean’s.  Soft jersey sheets, fat comforter, pillows that smell like cinnamon and cocoa, my body cupped around Jean’s. 
     Roxel stops tugging and turns back to me.  Her eyes are black.  I don’t remember them ever being that color.  Have I crossed her?  She forces a little smile and her eyes shoot to Twyla, saying something to her in the mind-speak way of the Aos Si, I’m sure.  It’s yet another trait I don’t possess.  “Well?” she finally says.
     I shake my head.  “No, I don’t know what Benders do.”
     She nods and gestures toward the bed.  “Sit.”
     Approaching reluctantly, I perch on the edge of the bed – ready to get up if she attempts anything physical.  She sits beside me and for a long moment she doesn’t say anything.  So, I speak instead, “I understand that Aos Si Talent comes from a blending of human will and angelic magic.”
     A smile brightens her face.  “Well it’s good to see that you paid attention during your lessons.  Yes, that’s true.  It is why we surmise we were damned in the first place.  Angels have the ability to harness the energy of The Host, to tap into God’s wellspring.  Couple that with the capacity for free will and…Well, the results can be quite devastating.”
     I feel her hand reach out and touch the back of my neck.  Hot.  I stay still, focus on the balcony doors drawn tight.  That’s not normal, Twyla must have closed them.  It’s stuffy in here without the breeze, the rose scent cloying and choking.  I take deep lungfuls of air, trying to keep myself from coughing.  The air is very humid, almost wet.  Wet like mist.
     I blink.  There is mist.  What is this?  Is this Twyla’s doing?  Crazy elemental Aos Si and their Talent to wield certain elements.  She does this sometimes, I remember when I was young and had a temper tantrum, Roxel had Twyla make it rain in my room for a week.
     Roxel is still speaking, hand on my neck.  Hot.  Teasing.  “Most Aos Si specialize in one thing.  A Water Witch like Twyla, for example, can only manipulate water.  And a Speaker like dear Morgan can only understand different forms of speech.  Some speakers can only understand one form of speak.”
     Her hand.  Hot.  Teasing.  Trailing.
     I gasp for air, trying to focus beyond the immediate desires of Roxel’s sensuous touch.  Didn’t it repel me moments ago?  I’m certain it did…But I can’t remember why. My mind floats…
     Roxel leans close to me, her hand slides up my thigh as she whispers in my ear.  “Benders, like myself, have a special Talent.  Do you know what it is, Tam?”  Her voice is silk and purr, her hand brings bliss.  She nibbles my ear.  My body reacts instantly.
     Stop.
     Why?
     I can’t remember.  Her hand keeps going, making me groan, my eyes roll back.
     Roxel lets out a breathy laugh.  Her body presses against mine, telling it to lay down.  I do.  She climbs atop me, dragging her dress around her hips, planting my hands on her bare skin.  She gyrates against me, making me hate my own clothes, I grab her hips.  Her eyes meet mine, fiery and black at the same time, they almost glow in the mist.
     The mist.  It’s everywhere now, filling the room with rose-tinted haze.
     “Benders,” she says, drawing my eyes.  Her fingers release me, making it easy to have her. I want her with every primal fiber of my being.  “We’re a fearsome lot.  Our Talent is the ability to alter the minds of others.”
     I’m free, body to body.  And I have her.  I grab her hips and flip her onto her back, making her shriek with glee.
     Her hands snake up and grab my hair, dragging my head toward her.  She digs her nails into the flesh of my lower back, pinning me to her as she speaks.  “Like this mist for example.  It’s a Bend I’m particularly fond of.  You’ve encountered it many times, particularly when you were young and willful, when you wouldn’t do what I wanted.  And I often let it loose in the main hall when the courtiers start to get dull.”
     I bury my face in her neck and tug at her dress.  Like an animal.  I cannot get enough of her body, her taste.  Flesh, breast, thigh, raven hair.  I pin her down.  Hot.  Need.  Drive. I stare into those eyes, so dark and filled with excitement.
     She smiles and it makes my body more feverish.  “It makes inhibitions disappear.  Breaks you down to your most primal desires.”  She trails her hand down my skin…hot and teasing, trailing and needing.  “And you my love, without a brain for logic and reason, without your knightly morals to guide you true, you’re nothing but a body driven by hormones.” 
     She laughs into my neck, her body vibrating as it arches against mine.  “And the best part about the mist is, come morning, you’ll never remember it was there.”
     I hunger, driving us to the edge.  
     And then I stay for a long, long time. 
     Doing it over and over again.
     The mist recedes and I wake in Hell.
 



Chapter 26
 
Jeanette
 
     Dinner is over and I’m in the process of blow drying my hair after my shower when Tamrin crests the stairs and slumps against the wall.  I turn the blow-dryer off and give him a penetrating glare.  “I was hoping you finally gave up,” I mutter.  But really?  I’m mentally doing the twist and shout.
     Tamrin doesn’t look at me as he says, “Don’t be stupid, Jean.”
     I scowl at him and poke his chest with my brush.  “Don’t call me stupid.”
     Tamrin rolls his eyes.  “If I were calling you stupid then I would have said stop being stupid.  I’m saying don’t be stupid.  You’ll insult your own intelligence.  You know I can’t simply give up.”
     I stare at the floor.  I suppose it would be too much to hope.  I turn the hairdryer back on, but I don’t lift it to my head.  I stare at the dryer blowing hot air at Tamrin’s leg.
     Eventually, he speaks again.  “I have to visit the court more often.  Roxel will get suspicious if I don’t.  And I-” he pauses, searching for the words.  “I kind of miss it.”
     I give up on the hairdryer and turn it off again.  I look up at him and try to ease over my harsh words from earlier with a joke.  “You miss being a whore?  Boy, they must pay you really well.”
     Tamrin gives me the most acerbic glare I think I’ve ever gotten.  I’ve struck a very tender nerve.  “That’s not what I meant.  It’s the only home I’ve known, Jean.  Don’t you get homesick?”
     I blink at him.  “No.  I’ve never been away from home long enough to miss it,” I say honestly.  But I understand him, nonetheless. “I’ve only ever been personsick.  You miss them so badly, you never feel home will be home again.”
     “Your mother?”
     “Mom…Timmy.”
     A long moment passes, Tamrin shifts foot to foot, more agitated than I’ve ever seen him.  Eventually he says, “What happened?”
     I lift a shoulder, feeling not quite uncomfortable, but odd.  It’s weird talking about them after so long, after building the façade so no one could see the pain.  “Mom had cancer.”  I reach up and rub my eyebrow.  “And Timmy…They, uh, they never found his body.”
     He stares at me for a long moment. I speak to break the heart wrench I feel.  “But about homesickness – don’t you hang out in Carver Hall Park most of the time?  Don’t you have to guard the roses?”
     Tamrin runs his fingers through his hair.  “I went home every night.”
     Sighing, I plop the drier onto the bathroom counter before stepping into the hallway and facing him.  He’s upset.  Now that I know he’s telling the truth about being a for-real supernatural being, it makes him more dangerous than I feel comfortable with.  So, I lean against the wall, keeping distance.  “Tell me about it?  Summer Court?  And the faerie queen?”
     Tamrin slides down the wall and sits with his wrists braced on his knees.  “I don’t want to talk about it, right now.  I’m not supposed to talk about it with humans anyway.”
     I sit and face him.  “You’ve already told me about it,” I reason.  “Just not enough.  Make it less…scary.”
     For whatever reason, Tamrin’s face creases in what looks almost like anguish.  Shaking his head, he drops his face to his knees and wraps his arms around his legs.  I’m suddenly aware of how upset he is.  If he starts to cry, then I know the apocalypse is upon us.  His voice comes, choked and muffled from against his pants.  “I’m sorry, Jean.”
     I know this isn’t an apology for not being able to tell me.  This is a different apology…for something bad.  Do I want to know?  Probably not…
     I bite my lip. “Me, too.”  For my hurtful words.  For not believing this creature who should not exist.  For picking the rose.  And it’s an apology to myself. 
 



Chapter 27
 
Twyla
 
     Roxel rolls over and yawns.  She squints in the late morning light, looking around like a lost child.  “Twyla,” she whispers.  There is fear in her voice.
     I step close to the bed and offer my hands.  “Here, Highness.”
     She reaches up and takes hold of my fingers.  She’s shaking.  She always shakes when she first wakes and doesn’t see anybody.  She’s afraid of losing someone else.  She’s lost so many.
     My queen presses her cheek to my knuckles, her eyes still searching the room.  They shift from navy to plum to smoky grey.  “Where’s Tamrin?”
     I keep my eyes on one of the tapestries.  “He’s gone.”
     Her fingers tighten on my hands.  “Gone where?”  Her voice is harsher now, nowhere near the frightened creature she was upon waking.
     I shrug, partly out of a need to escape her grasp, partly out of fear for Tamrin.  “Back through the gate, I assume.”  If I were him, I would run, too.  Roxel’s punishments in the mist are cruel, forcing him to do the things she likes.  His expression when he woke and saw what they’d done…I almost cried.
     Roxel’s thick lashes narrow over garnet eyes.  “He’s been spending far too much time on Earth.  It’s not good for him.  Why isn’t he here with me?  Don’t I make it obvious I want him here?”
     I nod.  “Yes.  It’s very clear that you favor Tamrin.”  Poor soul.
     Roxel purses her lips and sits up, dropping my hands in the process.  “I’m not that obvious.”  There’s a command in her comment.
     I drop into a stiff curtsey.  “No,” I lie.  I try to give myself an excuse.  “Perhaps it only seems that way to me because I’m here when you are with him.  My eyes see that which other’s do not.”
     With a snort she shifts as if uncomfortable – I hope she aches after what she made him do – then she stretches and yawns again.  “You enjoy watching.”  Again, there’s a subtle order in her voice.
     I bow my head so she can’t see my disgusted face and swallow.  It wouldn’t matter one way or another if I did or did not enjoy what Roxel commands of me.  It is as if I’m a pet to her.  She loves me, but with a certain amount of distance.  That’s how she loves everybody – at arm’s length.  It’s the only way for a Seelie to love anyone.  Love will destroy your lover.  We are taught this young.  We learn to make our love the inhuman kind of love.  The kind that will not betray us.
     “What do you think he’s up to on Earth?”
     I bite my lip.  Avoiding Roxel is at the top of my list of reasons why Tamrin would be spending more time on Earth.  She Bends and mists that boy so much that one day he’s going to figure it out.  I wish I could follow his example, run and avoid her, too.  “Perhaps he’s found something entertaining?”
     Roxel gives me a narrow sidelong glance, her lips tight with displeasure.  “What kind of entertainment?”
     I shake my head, force a laugh.  “How should I know?  I don’t know anything about humans.”
     “You think it’s a human?”
     I open my mouth to say, “I didn’t say that,” but close it again.  She’d take that as an insult on her communication skills.  I shrug instead.  “Maybe a human.  Maybe a squirrel.  This is Tamrin we’re talking about.  He’s a strange boy.”
     Roxel frowns at me.  “He’s a perfectly normal boy.”  She looks away.  “Perfect.”
     I fight the urge to roll my eyes.  He’s nowhere close to perfect.  Maybe by human standards, but certainly not by Aos Si standards.  He’s a blemish on the court, a shabby white pony among virile black stallions.  I drop my shoulders.  No, that insults his beauty.  He’s more like…a glass figurine among stone statues.  So delicate and breakable.  Perhaps that’s what Roxel finds so fascinating about him.  His frailty, his ability to stretch so far until he snaps and she has to put him back together with her Talent.  Compared to him, even the broken queen of Summer Court looks like a goddess.  To him, she is a goddess – especially when he’s under the influence of her mist.
     The Summer Queen sucks in a scandalized breath.  “You don’t think it’s a human girl, do you?”
     I cock my head.  “You mean like he’s fallen in love?”
     She crunches her brow and pouts.  “He can’t possibly.  Not when he’s got me!”
     Oh no, God forbid!  Part of me wants to laugh with glee.  The idea of Tamrin finding a human more desirable than my queen is delicious and malicious.  It’s a terrible thought, I know, but I have an odd relationship with Roxel – one that even I don’t fully understand – and sometimes the idea of her hurting even more than she does fascinates me.  Perhaps because she has endured so much already.  Maybe somewhere in my subconscious I want something to finally break her – end it all for her, stop her suffering.
     Another part of me feels bad for Tamrin.  She doesn’t forgive easily.  Both he and the human will suffer if it is true.  Tamrin may be a pretty piece of glass, but he’s one of my favorite pieces.  Secretly, he’s everyone’s.  He’s our toy.  We treat him terribly, but we’d all be quite upset if someone took him away from us.  Myself especially.  He’s like an old lover.  Even though I’ve never had him personally, I’ve been present enough during Roxel’s fits of lusty fantasy that I know him on a level that makes me blush.  But there’s a distance between us that might as well be a century of estrangement.  Still, even though I can’t have him, I care for him and want only the best for him.
     “Twyla,” Roxel muses.
     A knot forms in my stomach.  That tone of voice means she’s scheming something.  Looking up, I cringe.  “Yes?”
     “Watch him for me.  I want to know what he’s doing in the mortal realm.”
     For a moment I can’t do anything but stare at her.  “Me?  Spy on Tamrin?”  I can’t help my distasteful face.  I’m no stranger to watching Tamrin, but the idea of doing it for anything other than pleasure is repugnant.  And doing it for Roxel?  Disgusting.
     Roxel gives me her queen face. “Go.”
 
 



Chapter 28
 
Tamrin
 
     Enmire puts down his last card.  “Ace.  I win.”
     Frowning, I put my own cards on the bed.  “You cheated.”
     “I don’t cheat.”
     I give him a diminutive stare.  
     “Okay, maybe a little bit.”
     I glance across the hall.  Jeanette’s door is closed, but I know she’s asleep by the pace of her heart.  Standing to stretch, I check the clock.  It’s only one in the morning.  Time doesn’t pass fast enough here.  I don’t understand how Jean could want to spend a whole year of doing these repetitive, arduous days.  But then, I have to remind myself she’s still young.  All of this is new to her and she has a finite amount of time.  Perhaps time moves faster for us in Otherworld because it is infinite.  We never age past maturity and we never die.  At least, not if we stay in Otherworld.  It is a safe plane.  That’s why we pay the tithes.
     Safe.  I scoff to myself.
     Standing in the doorway, I try to recall memories of my childhood.  Being held by Twyla as a baby.  Rainstorms in my bedroom when I was five.  Sitting beside Roxel at her loom when I was six.  Being hit in the face by my tutor in swordsmanship, Kirithos, at eight.  Bitten by a selkie when I was ten.  Dancing at a ball with one of the bean-sidhes I went to school with at fourteen.  Fishing with Connor at sixteen.  Making love to Roxel for the first time when I reached physical maturity…Making love to Roxel.
     Bile rises in my throat, leaving a bitter taste in my mouth.  Roxel.  A Bender.  Like Leah.  I’ve seen what Leah can do and I don’t doubt Roxel is stronger.  You don’t become queen for nothing.  Roxel did something to me when I went home this afternoon.  She Bent me.  I don’t know how, but I know for certain.  I wasn’t going to let her have her way with me.  It wasn’t going to happen.  I’m not a whore.  I promised Jean no more.  And my word means something to me.
     But…I couldn’t stop myself.  Didn’t want to stop myself.  It was as if Jean didn’t exist in those hours with Roxel.  I was the old me again, where – compared to all the other bean-sidhes that used and abused me, Roxel was the one I preferred to be with.  She was safe.
     She gave me all my gifts, helped me through classes faster by giving me the ability to speed read and my photographic memory.  Probably for more time to Bend me into screwing her.
     She’s not safe.  She’s dangerous.
     I like it here.  In Jean’s house, with Jean…Where it’s safe.
     I reach into my pocket and pull out Jean’s ribbon from our first meeting.  I should give it back, but for some reason I can’t.  I step across the hall and put my hand to Jeanette’s door.  
     “What are you doing?”  Enmire calls from his perch on the guest bed.
     She’s still angry and confused, I sense her heartache.  I add the ache to the mountain of pain in my heart.  What do I say to her?  How do I tell her I’ve betrayed her?  I just want to be with her, I want to bridge the gap between us.
     I am drawn to Jeanette, bound by invisible wires.  I realized there was something different about her from the very beginning.  She was the highlight of my morning rounds.  She made me forget my duty to queen and court, allowing the rose to be plucked.  She makes me feel guilty about coming home to her after being with Roxel.  This is beyond guilt for betraying my word as a knight.  This is deep and this is terrible.  
     This evening I couldn’t even look Jean in the eye, I was so ashamed.  I felt too dirty to be in her presence, like Roxel had tainted me.  I’ve never felt so ashamed of what I am, have never wanted to be something better.
     I lean my forehead against the door.  If Roxel found I had let a mere mortal girl distract me from my duties, she’d destroy Jeanette.  The idea of something bad happening to Jeanette makes my chest ache.  Why?  Don’t I intend to hurt her, too?
     I shake my head against the door.  No.  I don’t want to hurt Jeanette if I can help it.  I’ll make it fast and painless.  Perhaps I’ll take her heart in her sleep, when she least suspects.  She’ll be dead before she feels the pain.  And then what?  What will I do after Jeanette is gone?  Go back to Roxel, like nothing happened?
     I couldn’t do that.  I can’t even imagine life without Jeanette.
     Jeanette’s heart hitch breaks me out of my thoughts.  She’s upset.  Frowning, I test the door handle.  Surprisingly, she hasn’t locked it.
     “What are you doing, Master?  Hasn’t she made it clear you’re not to go in there when she’s sleeping?”
     I glance over my shoulder and meet my familiar’s eyes.  He’s right.  The door’s not locked because Jean trusts me and I shouldn’t break that trust.
     “I have to make sure she’s okay.”  At his disgruntled face, I say, “Just a peek.”
     I slip into the darkness of Jeanette’s room and close the door.  I have to stand and wait for my eyes to adjust, but the light slanting through the skylight allows for quick acclimation.
     Jeanette is huddled to one side of her bed, breathing heavy.  She must be having her bad dream again, the one with that kid Timmy.  For a brief moment, a slight twinge of jealousy strikes me.  To be so loved and missed by Jeanette, even after years of absence, he must have been quite a mortal boy.  
     It’s a two pronged jealousy.  One because I’m fairly certain no one would mourn my absence like she mourns him.  The Aos Si are fickle and jaded by their immortality.  I may be interesting to the Summer Court now, but if I were gone I’d be quickly forgotten.  Even Roxel would forget me.  I’ve seen it happen to far more remarkable knights and courtiers before me.
     And two, because Jeanette has within her a type of love I’ve never experienced.  I’ve never loved anyone, never wanted to.  Seelie Aos Si don’t love on principle.  To love is to sign the death warrant of the unfortunate creature that you care for.  Because we all eventually have to pay the tithe to Hell and the cost comes in the blood of those we most care about.  
     But…she makes me want to love, no matter how fatal or fleeting it might be.  And she makes me want to be deserving of love.
     A whimper drags me farther into the room, beckoning me to her side.  I sit beside her on the bed and pull away the colorful sheets of fabric she was sewing when falling asleep – a costume for a fair she wants to go to.  She’s still making it even though her father will not let her go.  I will make it so she can wear her costume to this festival.  I will give her everything she wants.
     I want to shake her out of her dream.  To pull her from the nightmare she’s re-living, to drag her from this phantom boy and back to me.  I want to fold her into my arms and reassure her I will keep her safe.  I want her to rely on me.  Me, not him.
     It’s a thrilling prospect, a sense of duty and affection I’ve never felt.  Something I’d gladly do without being asked and continue doing no matter how many barbs she sticks into me.  I know her barbs aren’t malicious.  Jean’s mean words aren’t like Roxel’s.  Jean’s words come from fear and confusion, not from hate and jealousy.  She’d be a queen I’d gladly serve.
     …But that would be a lie.  No matter what foreign thoughts and emotions this girl wakes in me, I have a duty to fulfill to my real queen – if not willingly, then by force.  Roxel will not let me go.  She will not let me be with Jean.
     A bitter feeling burns at the bottom of my stomach.  It travels to the back of my throat, leaving a sharp metallic taste in my mouth.  Resentment.
     Jean whimpering brings me back to the moment.  Timmy has a hold on her, like Roxel has a hold on me.  But, there are times when they can’t touch us.  I’m free from Roxel when I’m not in Otherworld.  I can free Jean from Timmy by bringing her out of the dreamworld.
     I brush my fingers over her brow.  “Wake up,” I whisper-hiss.
     She startles awake, half rising, eyes wide as if she expects a fire.  “Huh?”  She glances around confused.  “What’s going on?”
      “You were having a nightmare.”
     “I know,” she says, closing her eyes and pressing her hand to her forehead.  Her heart’s racing, I must have startled her.  She pulls her hand away and squints at the clock, though I’m fairly certain she can’t see it clearly without her glasses.  “It’s almost two.  What are you doing up?”
     “I couldn’t sleep.”
     She wrinkles her nose and blinks up at me.  “So that means I can’t sleep either?”
     I stare at her for a long moment, uncertain of what to say to ease the new tension between us.  Why did I wake her?  Why did I bring her back to me when I know she prefers Timmy…even in nightmares.  “I-”  Words Tamrin, use your words.  “I’m sorry.”  I say, turning away and heading toward the door.  “Go back to sleep.”
     I’m almost to the hall when I hear Jean call back.  “Hey.”
     I glance over my shoulder.  She meets my eyes for a long moment, then she slides over and pats the spot where I was sitting.  I go back, though I feel like a zebra approaching a crocodile infested watering hole.  This could end so many ways.  I don’t look at her as I sit back on the edge of the bed.
     She props herself up on the headboard.  I don’t want her to.  I want her to go back to bed because she looks exhausted.  “Are you okay,” she asks.
     “No.”
     She cocks her head, expecting more.  
     “No, I’m not okay.  But, I’m not sure how to express what I am feeling.  It’s all…,” I pause searching for the right words, “chaos and confusion.”  Even if I could find the words, I’m not sure she’d be okay with me saying them to her.  Whatever I’m feeling, I know Jean is the wellspring from which all of the chaos and confusion are emerging.  She is a beautiful Pandora’s box.
     Licking her lips, she stares at her hands.  “You’d think a knight wouldn’t have issues like that.”  She looks up at me again and smirks, melting me.  “Go figure.”
     Not knowing what else to say or do, I adjust my position – sitting beside her with my back to the headboard – and I touch her hand.  When she doesn’t pull away, I lace my fingers between hers so our hands are like lovers tangled against the sheets.  Her hand is so right in mine.  Right now – this moment – it brings me peace.  I take a deep breath, let it out.  “Lie back down.”
     For a moment, her eyes get all fiery and her mouth tightens.
     “Please.”  I need to remember she doesn’t take orders.
     She lifts her chin, smirks, and slides down beside me, her legs brushing mine.  She pulls her arms close to her body, my hand brushes her cheek and lips.  
     For a long time, she lays quiet, and I listen to her heart and breath settle into a close-to-sleep rhythm.  She speaks, a half asleep tease.  “You smell like summer.”
     I smile down at her, though she can’t see because her eyes are closed.  “What do you know of Summer?”
     She draws my hand closer still, curling her body around so she cuddles my arm, and her mouth presses closer to my flesh.  I count her inhales and exhales, waiting.  “A memory…” she muses.  “You smell like a memory of summer.  I assume your home smells like summer…being Summer Court and all.”
     Pressing my head against the headboard, I can’t help my bitter tone. “Yes, I suppose it does.”
     “You’re happy when you’re there?”
     I slide my thumb over the back of her hand.  Her knuckles are bruised from punching me.  I hate myself for that.  “I like it better here.”
     Her eyes open, half asleep, and she turns her head to look at me.  “But, you said before you missed it there.”
     I knit my brow.  “I know.  And I do, but…it’s hard to explain.”  I swallow.  “Both places feel like home and there are aspects I love and miss about both when I can’t have them, but…I prefer what I have here.”  I prefer you.
     “Is that why you’re in the park so much?”
     I lick my lips, hating that I just can’t tell her how I feel.  Why is this so hard?  “Yeah, I guess so.”  Liar.
     “Oh,” she says through a yawn, her breath hot on my hand.
     I’m keeping her up.  I shouldn’t.  We have school in the morning and I know that’s important to her.  “You should sleep.”
     She blinks rapidly, as if trying to fight off sleep.  “What about you?”
     “I would like to sleep with you tonight…if it’s okay.”  Please let me have you, just a little while.  Before it has to end.
     She closes her eyes and is quiet for a long moment.  Long enough that I think she might be trying for sleep, but then she says, “Are going to kill me?”
     I chance her ire by sliding down beside her, face to face.  I take her free hand, pair it against the bruised one, and draw them both to my mouth.  I kiss her purple knuckles.  A tiny smile starts and then slips as she is drawn deeper and deeper to sleep.  I lean forward and I kiss her little wrinkled brow.



     I can’t kill this girl.
     I would rather die.
     “No,” I breathe against her cinnamon and cocoa skin.  
     “Mmmn,” she breathes.  “O-k.” It’s a two breath consent, but it means everything to me.  
     Smiling, I let the peace Jeanette brings me carry me into a sleep more peaceful than I’ve ever known.
 
 



Chapter 29
 
Twyla
 
     I wait, my consciousness suspended in the mortal realm, for a long time after Tamrin falls asleep.  I’m confused by his actions.
     Admittedly, I often watch Tamrin at play among the humans.  My proximity to Roxel has given me a unique interest in both his actions and him.  And, perhaps I am as taken with his beauty as Roxel is.  He has a haunting statuesque physique that, even as a young boy, caught the eyes of the queen of Summer Court and held them.  The poor fool never had a chance. And perhaps that’s why he acts the way he does.
     It’s not uncommon for him to take a human girl or two on his visits to Earth. Besides the obvious jab at Roxel’s claim on him, I assume he has a deep need to reassert control.  The Aos Si in court drag him about in such an appalling manner that it doesn’t surprise me he takes out his frustrations on the human girls who wander about his forest.
     It must give him great pleasure knowing, that against humans, he is the one with the power.  Roxel has molded him into such an alluring creature that when it comes to the humans, his presence is like a gift.  In his forest, he is like a benevolent god, picking and choosing which humans will be blessed with his present interest.  And when he does reveal himself, he is the one in control.  He can request anything and they’ll give it to him freely.  In all truth, he mirrors the way the Aos Si treat him.
     However, he lacks the finesse of a seasoned Aos Si courtier and therein lies the difference between him and them.  Unlike the Aos Si, who use subterfuge and manipulation to get what they want, Tamrin uses sheer force of awe.  He’s like the human’s vampire – enthralling and stupefying to get what he wants.  I’m not even sure he realizes he’s doing it.
     But he’s not turning that power on this human girl.  At least he didn’t just now.  Which makes me wonder what, exactly, he’s doing with her.  He can’t want something from her, because he already would have asked for it and she would have willingly given.  I have yet to see a human say no to him.  He always asks for such trivial things.  Locks of hair, buttons, ribbons, a kiss.  Simple things that aren’t hard to part with.  And when he does ask for something further, he always asks knowing full well what the answer will be.  He doesn’t like being told no.  Perhaps because it’s such a common response to his entreaties back home.  So, he makes sure to ask the right person for larger sacrifices.
     He must not want anything from her.  Yet he’s here in this human girl’s house, sleeping beside her but not taking advantage of a very easy situation.  She is nearly as lovely as he is, so I can’t imagine him not desiring her.  Yet he didn’t even try to woo her or ask for a kiss.
     I scan the room, searching for something that might indicate why Tamrin is risking Roxel’s anger in order to remain on Earth with this girl.  I find nothing.
     Annoyed, I begin the reverse incantation to bring my consciousness back into my body, which is waiting in my chambers in Otherworld.
     …And then something catches my eye.  A bright, crimson smudge against the dark wood of the desk.  I stop my incantation and lean as far into the glass as I can.  So much so, that if Tamrin or the girl were to wake, they’d see my face reflected in the glass vase of water I’m using to scry through.
     I eye the splotch, tracing lines with squinting eyes until I realize it’s a petal.  A petal.  Yes, I’m in a vase, of course there’d be a flower in the vase.  I reposition myself and glance up.  Unmistakably, I find myself staring at a perfect red rose.
 
I draw myself away from the scrying bowl that allows me to use my Talent to project my sight into bodies of water in other spaces and times.  Face dripping, I stand on shaking legs and gasp for breath.  My Talent for water is powerful, but it’s still hard trying to see across worlds.  A slight headache presses my eyes and ears.  My stomach rumbles, crying for something to replace the spent energy, but I ignore it and head toward Roxel’s throne-room.
     When I enter, she dismisses her entourage and leans forward, her dark hair dripping from her shoulders and her eyes bronze with intent expectation.  “Well?”
     I know better than to tell her what I saw.  She’d fly into a rage and kill the girl at once.  Anything to get that rose back.  I don’t want her to do that.  Not yet at least.  I want to know what Tamrin is going to do about his situation.  He must have something up his sleeve and my own obsession with the Summer Court’s toy is enough for me to hold my tongue, even in the presence of my queen.
     I make a perplexed face and shrug.  It’s a practiced maneuver that she has come to know and trust, despite the fact that it’s usually a lie.  “Nothing yet.”
     One of her brows arches and her lips part like I’ve kicked the wind out of her lungs.  “Yet?”
     My face not breaking from my well practiced veil of innocence, I say, “You do want me to keep watching him, don’t you?”
     Roxel sits back.  “Yes.  Yes, of course I do.”
     That’s what I thought.  I bow and excuse myself.  As I leave, I can’t help but smile to myself.  She’s so blind.
 



Chapter 30
 
Tamrin
 
     The alarm goes off and Jeanette rolls out of my arms to reach for it.  I let her silence the obnoxious thing, but I quickly pull her back against me.  She gives a disgruntled squeak and struggles, but not very hard.
     “What are you doing?” she demands, her voice groggy.  “You have to get out of my bed before Dad comes up here.”
     Growling, I press my face into her hair.  I love her hair.  I love the color and the texture and the scent of it.  It’s like its own kind of aphrodisiac.
     She twists in my arms, coming chest to chest with me, which wakes me in a whole new way.  “Hey,” she shoves at my chest.  “Wake up!”  She punches me.
     I grab her arm and roll on top of her.  “Okay, I’m awake.  Violence is not necessary.”
     She lets out a breath and her arm slackens, so I let her go.  She looks away, finding some invisible nothing to pick at on my shoulder.  I stare at her, relishing in having her body pressed against mine.  In a moment, she’ll freak out, I’m sure, but for now…
     “Did you mean what you said last night or were you just saying that?” she finally asks.
     I pick up a piece of her hair and twirl it around my finger.  “Shouldn’t you have asked me that before you said yes?” 
     She jerks her chin, meeting my eyes.  “I wasn’t awake enough to think about whether it was a trick or not.”  She tries to look annoyed, but I can tell she’s faking.  “You shouldn’t talk to a girl about something so serious when she doesn’t have all her faculties.  That’s taking advantage.”
     “Am I taking advantage of you?”  I shift slightly, making a purposeful rocking motion with my hips to make sure she’s aware of every inch of both of us.
     A hard blush springs up her neck and floods her cheeks; her face turns to one of dread.
     I chuckle at her.  “Relax, Jean.  You’re safe with me.  I promise.”  
     She swallows hard, a delicate bob of her neck.  I want to kiss that neck, but I restrain myself.  There’s a delicate balance that needs to be maintained between us.  I have to push a little, otherwise I’ll never get in, but I can’t push too hard because I don’t want to hurt or upset her.  Green-gold eyes turn on me.  “Then you’re not going to take my heart anymore?”
     I stare at her for a long time.  “Take?”  Not in the way she thinks.  Not with the knife, not with the blood, definitely not to give to Roxel.  “No,” I breathe.  I push myself onto my elbows, so I can look more deeply into her eyes. I want her to see the truth in my face.  “I still want your heart, Jean.  But I won’t take it from you.  I’ll only accept it if you give it to me.”  It’s as close to a confession as I’m going to get.  At least for now.  One day I’ll be able to say it – be able to say: “For your heart, I’d do anything.”
     I hear her father’s feet on the steps.  Rolling off of her I slip from under the covers and get to my feet.  I go to the rose, sitting prim and perfect in a crystal vase on her desk and plop into her chair.  I run my fingers over the petals, counting how many have fallen in the night.
     As her father makes it to the landing, I glance over my shoulder.  She’s making the bed, her back to me.  When I first saw her, I knew I wanted her for her beauty and her body, even her movement fascinated me.  But now that I’ve been with her, now that she has been revealed to me, now that I’ve felt her sleeping breath on my skin in the dead of night, now that there’s a fierce loyalty that I can’t explain within me…I know I want her for everything she has.
     I want her heart.  Not for Roxel, but for me.
     The door opens.  “Hey, kids.”
     Jeanette looks up, sleepy eyed and without her glasses, her hair disheveled.  “Hey, Dad.”
     I give him a nod in greeting.
     “Just making sure you’re up.”
     Jeanette looks to me.  “Yeah, Tam got me up.”
     Mr. Sauderheim smiles at me, an odd sort of look in his eyes.  “Oh, well, I guess I didn’t need to come up then.”
     I smile back, understanding the expression.  He knew one day he’d have to learn to share her with someone.  I’m glad I apparently got the job, though part of me hates that I haven’t won it the right way.  I wish I had a do-over.  I wish I had never asked Leah to help me infiltrate Jean’s world.  I will never know what I’ve truly won as my own or what her Bend has handed to me.  “Nope.”
     He closes the door and disappears with a thu-thud, thu-thud down the stairs.
     “Oh crap, he didn’t ask about breakfast.  I hope he doesn’t decide that today’s a waffle day.”
     I get a mental image of a pile of massive buttery waffles with sliced strawberries and fresh whipped cream on top.  
     A petal falls from the rose, plopping onto the back of my hand.  “Your mom made waffles,” I say without thinking, my mind intent on the memory.
     “What?” she squeaks, I sense her penetrating stare on the back of my head, but I don’t turn.
     Pulling a leg up, I run my fingers through my hair.  As I twist it into a braid, I say, “And she wore a pink and white apron.  The one hanging on the inside of the cabinet with the broom.”  Another petal.  They fall like clockwork…The crystal dish is getting too small to hold them all.
     “How do you know that?”  There’s dread in her voice.  “How long have you been spying on this house?”
     “I’ve never spied, Jean.  I’ve only ever seen you from the backyard.  How many times do I have to tell you?  Spying implies trying to stay secret, I was never hiding from you.  If you’d have bothered looking, you could have seen me.”  But I shrug and answer her question.  “I remember the boy.  So, I’ve been spying since then, I suppose.” 
     I poke at the petals.  When one falls, I remember something.  Are these petals linked to my memory?  Things I’ve forgotten coming to the forefront at the whim of this rose?  Or are they his memories?  It would make more sense considering most of these memories have something to do with Jean.  Did Roxel turn Timmy into a rose?  I’ve seen her do something like that to people who crossed her…And I’ve already discovered she linked me with the roses to guarantee I protected them, or lose my life otherwise.  Does that mean I’m linked with him now?  I pull my hand away from the rose, unnerved at the idea.  If I’m connected to Timmy’s rose, then what would happen if another rose was plucked?  Would I get that person’s memories, too?  How many dozens of minds could crash into mine, confuse me like Timmy’s has?  Are my feelings for Jean only because of Timmy’s memories of his love for her?  If another rose were to be picked would I love that man’s girl as well?
     “Right.  I’d almost forgotten about the Timmy thing.”  Her voice is hard and frosty.  I stiffen, suddenly aware I’ve reversed the progress I’ve made with her since returning from Otherworld last night.
     I sigh.  “Look, I said I was sorry.  I’m sorry about Timmy and I’m sorry for screwing around.  I only did what I thought I had to.”
     A guttural sound escapes her throat as she drops onto the bed.  I look over my shoulder again.  She’s rubbing her face with both her hands.  “I know.”  She sounds exasperated.  “I know.  And I’m entirely aware you didn’t do it to be malicious.”
     I cock my head.  “How do you know that?”
     She snorts to herself.  “I don’t.  Just a feeling, you know?”  She shakes her head.  “I guess it bothers me so much because you’re too much like Timmy in many tiny ways.”  She lowers her hands and gives me a narrow, calculating glare.  “I can’t even stay mad at you.  You’re like him in that respect, too.”
     I rub my forehead.  A random mental image of a boy, maybe no older than three, chasing her with a huge stick.  “He wanted to kill you, too,” I say, not entirely understanding the emotional feedback that comes with the new memory.
     She smiles to herself, her eyes lost in a far past…Perhaps remembering the exact experience I just did.  “Yeah,” she says, almost bashfully.  “That’s how we first met.  He came after me with a stick screaming, ‘I’m gonna kill you, girl!’”  She chuckles.  “I was at the park with Mom.  I think I stepped on some kind of mud pie he’d made or something like that.  He was so mad at me that he chased me around for what felt like forever.”
     I lick my lips.  “What happened?”
     She shrugs.  “I dunno.  I guess at some point in the chase he decided it would be better to take me prisoner than kill me.  When he eventually caught me, he dragged me back to the sand box and made me play with him.”  She grins.  “I wasn’t a nice playmate at first.  I’m pretty sure I bit him and threw sand in his face, but then something clicked.  You know how kids are.  So illogical, everything is black and white, good and evil at first, and then you learn to accept the grey.  He and I were inseparable after that day.”
     I smile at her.  I like the look on her face when she recalls this boy.  I want her to think of me like that.  “So,” I say, “you’re forgiving toward those who initially wanted to harm you?”  I don’t hide the hope in my voice.
     She narrows an eye at me.  “A three year old with a stick is way different than a grown man with a knife.”
     I purse my lips.  “I don’t see how.  I’d prefer a swift knife to the heart over a braining any day.”
     Jeanette laughs at me.  It’s nice to see her smile and laugh. I don’t think she does it enough.  Shaking her head, she says, “You’re a total nut job.”
     I bite my lip.  “But we’re okay?”
     She turns serious, her face falling and spine straightening.  “Are you letting me go?  No more one year agreement?”
     Staring at her, I swallow.  Without the agreement, without my threats, there’s nothing making me stay here.  I’d have no right to remain either here or at the school.  And she won’t let me stay – she has already made it clear that I am not wanted.  I spring to my feet and clear my throat.  “This is losing a lot of petals.”  I scoop up the petals and head toward her drawer.
     She intercepts me, her hand catching mine as I grasp at the cute lacy underwear that I’d sacrifice my left nut to see her in.  I pause, but can’t look at her.  Don’t make me cancel the agreement, don’t make me leave.  I will it so hard, it feels like I’m going to explode, I’m clutching her underwear so tight that I think I might be shaking.
     “Let go,” I whisper.  I can’t stand to let her feel me shake.  
     Her fingers release, dragging over my skin with a silky tease.  I finish my task and move away from her.
     “If you’re not going to kill me in a year then you should tell me,” she reasons.  “You should cancel the agreement – swear you’re not going to do it.”
     “No,” I whisper, staring at the wall.  “You know I’m not going to do it, that’s enough isn’t it?”
     She steps close to me, cornering me between the desk and her dresser.  “No.  It’s not enough.  Why won’t you withdraw it?”
     Her eyes are so intent, so demanding that I nearly give in.  I want so much to please her.  
     “What are you two doing up there?”  Her dad’s voice drifts up, saving me.  “You’re going to be late for school!”
     Frowning, Jeanette backs away, her eyes fixed on me like a falcon on a tiny field mouse.  “We’re not done talking about this,” she warns.
     As she turns away, I let out a breath of relief.  I have a little longer with her, at least.  I head toward the rose, wanting to be close, to protect it.  I reach out and adjust the vase, trying to center it.  As my fingers close on the delicate cut-crystal, my heart stops.
     Residual energy pings inside the vase.  I lift the glass and turn it in the light.
     “Is everything okay?” Jeanette asks.  Her voice no longer annoyed, but troubled.  She senses something wrong.
     Dread pooling in my stomach, I glance at her.  “Someone has been working energy in here.”
     Looking as sick as I feel, she wrinkles her brow.  “Energy?”
     “A faerie, or maybe an Aos Si.  Someone’s been near the rose…Maybe even knows about it.”
     She stops rooting through her clothes and comes to me, her eyes examining the vase.  “How can you tell?”
     “I sense it.  I have the second sense.”
     She bites her lip, I can tell she wants to ask about that, but this isn’t the time.  I can only imagine what she’d say if I told her about Enmire and the other fae. 
     “What are you going to do?”
     I put the vase down and pull the rose out.  “I don’t think this is safe here anymore.”
     She glances around the room.  “Where do you want to put it?”  Her voice is on edge.  She may not feel anything toward me, but in this crime and attempted cover-up we are partners.  We’re in this together.
     “I’m going to keep it with me.”
     “Huh?”
     “I think it’s safest with me.  I can protect it, and no one will know I have it.”
     Jeanette nods.  “Do you think whoever it was will tell the queen?”
     I shrug.  “I honestly don’t know.  I can’t tell who it was, only that they were here.”  And I didn’t sense it on the vase yesterday which means they came in the night.  When Jean was here…They were in the room with her and she wouldn’t have even noticed…  I clench my fist, my hackles rising at the fact someone could be targeting her.  “Just…don’t go too far away from me today, okay?”
     Eyes too big, she closes her mouth, swallows, and nods.  
     Holding the rose I step close to her and put my hand to her cheek.  I expect her to flinch away, but she leans into me – as if she needs the touch as much as I do.  I slide my fingers under her hair, cupping the back of her neck, and pull her against me. “I won’t let anyone hurt you, Jean.  I promise.”
 



Chapter 31
 
Tamrin
 
     After school, Jean, Celeste, Emily, and I go to the field behind the school.     “Wait, I don’t get it,” Celeste says.  “I thought you were grounded.”
     “I was,” Jeanette explains, “then Dad sent me this text being all like, ‘you can go to Amber’s meet if Tamrin goes with you.’”  She glances back at me.
     I smile at her.  You’re welcome.
     She turns away.  “It’s weird.”
     “Totally,” Celeste agrees.  “Well, Amber will be happy.  She’s been complaining you haven’t been around to be her good luck charm.  I guess I’m not good enough for her.”  She laughs, but it’s obvious that she’s hiding hurt.  There is so much pain and anger in this girl that I wish I wasn’t so attuned to the languages of body and heart.
     As we sit perched on the bleachers, I stare at Jean as she talks to her friends.  I don’t know how much longer I will be able to do it.  Wanting to reassure myself, I double check the rose gently wrapped in tissue and stowed in my bag.  I don’t carry books so I know it’s not squished.  A few petals have fallen since this morning, but that’s to be expected.  At this point I can sense when one has fallen.
     “Is it okay?” I hear her whisper.  Looking up, I find that Jeanette has scooted close to me and is looking down at my bag, her brow crimped in concern.  
     I reach up to smooth that brow.  “It’s fine.”
     Sighing, she sits up, pulling away.  “Did you say something to Dad to make him change his mind about me being grounded?”
     I close the bag.  I know she doesn’t like me meddling with her father, but what does she expect?  I want her to be happy and if I know I can give her what she wants, why shouldn’t I?  For a moment, my mind begins formulating a lie – only to avoid the argument.  But then I realize I can’t lie to her.  “I might have mentioned something to him.”
     She presses her lips together and squints, examining me hard.  “And what makes you so special that you can suddenly change his mind.”
     I glance at her friends, trying to decide if they’re eavesdropping.  “You do remember there are other forces at play here, don’t you?  Besides, it’s not like you didn’t want this.  Tell me honestly you didn’t want to come here.”
     Her face screws up in annoyance and she puffs out her cheeks.  Before she can blow up at me, I lean forward and kiss her on the cheek.  I can’t help it, she’s so damn cute.  “Stop worrying,” I say, pulling back.
     Her face reddens and she looks away.  “Y-you shouldn’t do that.”
     “Why?”
     When she doesn’t answer, I narrow an eye at her.  I sense her heart saying I’ve done the correct thing, but the words coming from her mouth say otherwise.  “I’m not sure I understand your feelings toward me.”
     Her head jerks up and she lets loose something between a cough and a laugh.  “You don’t understand?  Welcome to the club.  You’re weirding me out, Tam.”
     I sigh.  “I always weird you out.”
     “That’s ‘cause you’re weird,” she reasons, sounding light hearted.  I can’t tell if she’s teasing me or trying to cheer herself up.  
      “Is it a bad weird?”
     The brow crunch comes back and her lips pull down.
     I look away.  “Never mind.”
     Sighing, she stands.  “I’m going to go see if Amber wants anything.” She changes her tone to include Emily and Celeste.  “I’ll be right back.”
     As I watch Jean climb down and trudge across the field, someone slaps my knee.  Startled, I look up to find Emily's calculating eyes on me, an odd smirk on her face.
     Unable to read the meaning in her expression, I blanch as though caught at something I shouldn't be doing.  “What?”
     One of her white-blond brows arches upward and her voice is teasing and sweet.  “What do you mean, what?”
     I make a puzzled face.
     Her smirk deepens until her white teeth glint behind thin lips.  “We have this theory you're totally into her.”
     I feel an uncharacteristic blush creep up my cheeks as I look away.  “Don't be foolish.”
     “It’s obvious, Romeo.”
     I give her a nervous sidelong glance, she still hasn't looked away.
     Finally, she points a finger in my face, making me flinch backward in surprise.  “If you hurt her, I'll kill you,” she says flatly, her eyes huge behind her glasses.  “And Amber will find your remains and feed them to her Golden Retriever.”
     This makes me grin because the very idea of Emily or Amber harming me is preposterous, but she pulls her finger back and scowls, her eyes growing hard and her face contorting with seriousness.  The whole thing looks very comical because sweet little Emily is a very bad actress.  “I'm not kidding, Tamrin.  Nett’s my best friend.  I care a lot about her.”
     “I care about her, too,” I admit.  I can’t deny it.  
     Emily sits back and crosses her arms, her eyes seeking out Jeanette among the people on the field.  Amber has roped her into helping her with stretches.  “She's been through hell already.  I don't know what your angle is, but you better do right by her.”
     I cock my head, unsure how to take Jeanette's best friend.  “Angle?”
     She lifts a brow, her expression furtive, as if we’re sharing come kind of secret.  “Don't think for an instant this Timmy look-alike business is pulling the wool over my eyes.”  She points at her glasses.  “I wear these for show.  It’s that whole meganekko thing.  I could be in the air force if I wanted to.  I see what’s going on.”
     Timmy look alike?  Me?  I scratch my head in thought.  Maybe that's why Jean's so confused.  But why didn't she say something?  Is it possible she hasn't noticed I look like him?  Denial maybe?  It’s clear she doesn’t want to connect anyone as horrible as me with someone as saintly as her precious Timmy.
     Emily turns from me and stares hard at the field.  “In Netti’s eyes, you’ll never be able to fill Timmy’s shoes so I wouldn’t even bother.”
     Yeah, I’ve noticed.  “She loves him,” I say, half question half certainty.
     She looks down and lets out a breath.  “Yeah.  I don’t think she realizes it, even now.  She’s kind of dense like that, ya know?”
     I’ve noticed.  
     “She’d say she loved him like a friend, but she loved him more than that.”  She shrugs.  “They may have only been kids but they had something special, everyone could see that.  I knew it.  Even though I was her other bestie, I saw something was different with those two – their relationship wasn’t like hers and mine.  They were…” she struggles looking for the right word, “like soul mates, I guess.”
     I stare down at my hands.  “How can I compete with that?”
     I don’t realize I said that out loud until she says, “I’m not sure you can.”  Emily lifts her hands to pick at the skin around her nails.  “She hasn’t dated anyone – hasn’t even looked at anyone.  And she denies that anyone might be interested in her.  I’m not sure she realizes she’s doing it, but I can tell she compares every other guy in the world to Timmy.  And they all come up short.  She’s in love with a ghost.”
     With a wince, I close my eyes, hating the truth of it.
     “I dunno.  Maybe she feels like she owes it to him or something.  I think she blames herself for his disappearance.”
     I open my eyes and clasp my hands together.  “I don’t understand.  What happened exactly?”
     She shrugs.  “I don’t know.  No one does.  They went trick or treating together – it was Halloween.  And then their parents brought them home and sent them to go get ready for bed.  Next thing everybody knows is Jeanette’s pounding on her back door screaming for help.”
     I swallow, the idea of Jean that terrified makes my heart race.
     “She told me later that she’d snuck out to meet up with Timmy.  They used to be neighbors ‘cause his dad was the groundskeeper for the park.  He wanted to go into the park at night, I guess to have a good scare or whatever.  She told me they’d gone in and something chased them, but she fell and hit her head.  When she woke whoever had been chasing them was gone and so was Timmy.  His mom blamed her, too.  I don’t really understand why, it wasn’t Nett’s fault.  After six months and nothing about him turned up, his parents moved away – said it was too painful to stay near the park anymore.”
     I bite my lip.  What a strange, weird story.  Was I there that night?  Did I see it happen?  I press my palms against my eyes, willing myself to find a memory within.  All I see is a hobby horse lying in the dirt.  “It was Halloween?”
     She nods.  “Yeah.  She was dressed like a princess.  I remember being jealous because she looked so pretty.  I think Timmy was a cowboy or something like that.”
     I nod.  Hobby horse.  So, does that mean I was there?  Did I see what happened to Timmy?  Could I maybe help find him?  My hand wanders down to touch my bag and the rose inside.  Could I restore him to human form?  I wrinkle my nose at the thought.  Why would I want to restore someone who’s a rival in Jean’s affection?  
     Still, if it made her happy…That would make me happy.  She’ll need him back anyway because I can’t stay with her.  Roxel wouldn’t allow it.  Besides, when Roxel does find out about the rose, I’m going to have to throw myself under the bus to save Jean.
     “So,” Emily says, sounding like she’s trying to be a little more lighthearted.  “I’d love to say I’ll help you and give you all the secrets to winning my best friend over but, unless you can magically become Timmy, I wouldn’t hold my breath.”
     Half of me wants to laugh while the other half wants to scream.  Isn’t that what Jean’s accusing me of lately?  Becoming Timmy?  I pull my hand away from the bag.  Does that mean I have a chance or not?
 



Chapter 32
 
Twyla
 
     I draw back from the puddle under the bleachers and let the nausea of being one with water settle before pulling my face up from the bottom of my pounded copper scrying bowl and taking a breath of air.  As rivulets of water trickle from my face, I open my eyes and blink.  My chamber is dark and humid – exactly how I like it.  As droplets dribble from my nose and chin I frown into the water reflecting my image.
     It is as I feared.  Tamrin is in love with a human girl…And not any human girl, but her.  I thought we were done dealing with this human girl’s interference.  Apparently not.  And to have her in possession of the rose?  This could be bad.  Pushing my hair away from my face with unsteady hands I sit up and grab a drying cloth.  As I puzzle through what I’m going to do, I pat my face dry.
     No.  No, I can’t do anything…Not yet.  I don’t know what to do.
 



Chapter 33
 
Jeanette
 
     “Jean, can we talk?”
     I look up from stitching my costume and meet Tamrin’s serious expression.  I put the fabric down.  He’s been quiet for the last few days.  Since the morning I demanded he annul the one year agreement, more so since our conversation on the bleachers and I’m not sure how I feel about his silent treatment.  It’s obvious that something is weighing on him and I don’t like to see him like this.  “What?”
     He looks away and rubs at his brow.  “I don’t know.”
     I sigh.  “So, you just wanna talk?  Like bonding talk or it’s too quiet in here talk or there’s an issue that needs resolving talk?”
     As he stares at the glass of water sitting next to him, his brows knit.  “Everything?”
     I smile.  I like him when he’s confused like this; it makes him seem more human.  “What do you want to talk about?”
     He tenses, his broad shoulders lifting.  “You…and me.”
     My stomach suddenly feels all antsy at his words, at his gruff, husky voice.  “What about us?”
     His fingers come up and he presses them again his lips.  He speaks against them.  “I don’t know how to put it into words.”
     “Okay…”  I draw the word out, uncertain.  The only time I’ve seen him so solemn and focused was when he was trying to take my heart.  That feels like forever ago now, like a dream that’s laughable because it could never happen.  Could it?  I pick up my sewing and stare at the tiny stitches – stitches my mom taught me how to make.  I glance back at Tamrin.  He’s watching me – so intent – but not in a bad way.  He looks like he’s trying to communicate telepathically with me.  
     Maybe he is?  Do Aos Si use telepathy?  I never asked.  There’s much I don’t know.  Even so, I feel like I know him so well – on a level beyond trivial things like knowing whether or not someone can use telepathy.  I know him on the heart level.  And I know he’d never kill me.  He couldn’t do it.  Not now.  Not with the way he looks at me.  He looks at me like Timmy looked at me, a look that made me happy and safe.  I don’t know if it’s the spell or for real.  I’m not sure if I care.  Sometimes, if I don’t think hard about it, having Tamrin feels like having Timmy back, and that’s a powerfully seductive illusion.
     Sliding closer to Tamrin, I put my hand on his shoulder.  “It’s okay if you don’t know the words.  Sometimes it takes a while to figure out what’s going on.”  My words are for the both of us.  Because even though he’s not Timmy, he’s probably the closest I’ll ever get to feeling like I felt with Timmy and I shouldn’t discredit that.
     Tamrin reaches up and puts a hand over mine.  “I know.  I just can’t say.”
     I breathe a laugh and sit beside him.  “Is it too terrible to say?” I jest, nudging him with my shoulder.
     He turns to me, his shoulder disappearing from beside mine so that I collapse into him.  His face is close now, his eyes intense.  He reaches up with his free hand and traces the back of his finger down my cheek.  His eyes, his touch, his whole body – they tell me something that makes my heart flutter.  Swallowing, I try to remind myself that Tamrin is all sorts of bad things.  He’s a killer and a whore and he terrifies me.  But right now, none of that seems to matter.  Right now, I want to kiss him.
     So I do.
     I lean into him and plant one, hard and fast….Before I can change my mind.
     Tamrin’s breath escapes into my mouth, a gasp of surprise that turns into a groan of pleasure.  His hands come up and frame my face.  I think he’s going to pull me away, but then he’s kissing me back.  Sweet, desperate, firm and familiar.  Like the kisses on TV after the hero and heroine have been separated for forever, only better because it’s me and Tamrin, and once it starts, it doesn’t stop.
     I had built a wall, a massive fortress to hold back the lust and desire that Tamrin has been slowly raising within me.  And this kiss, this sign of weakness is the crack that’s allowing more and more through, flooding me.  But I can’t stop, I keep kissing Tamrin, bending to his mouth and tongue and hands and body.
     For the briefest instant, he pulls away, breathing heavy, and stares at me.  I meet the expression in his eyes with my own.  Want, need, acceptance…love.  His reverent fingers slide across my cheek bones, through my hair, down my neck; his eyes follow, filled with wonder and hunger.  Closing my eyes at the pleasure of it, I lean into him.  His lips meet mine again, this time more restrained and delicate – memorizing every curve of my mouth – And when he’s done, he trails those expert lips along my cheek, my jaw, my throat…An exploration done in tandem with hands that want to know my body as much as I want to know his.
     It’s an unthinking, all feeling time: lost in vast spaces of restrained pleasure, overwhelming desire and desperate release.  When clothes start coming off, I don’t think about what could be.  I only know that they’re in the way of something I want to continue.  I want Tam’s mouth and breath on my skin, I want his gentle fingered hot touch.  And I want to give him everything that he gives me and more.  I return kiss for kiss and touch for touch, making a memory of his body, letting him teach me what I like and what he likes.
     We go too far.
     I know as it’s happening, but I don’t stop.  I’m uncertain how to stop.  I’ve never been up against this level of temptation.  I’ve never even kissed a guy.  Timmy and I used to share little pecks and touches, but the kisses and touches of children are nothing like the kisses and touches of adults.  The need is almost painful.  The silk of skin too promising. The lure of breath and groan too teasing.  The exotic taste too intoxicating.  The movement of god-like body too erotic.  
     This is beyond anything I’ve done or had done to me.  Everything inside screams to let me have this one thing, that something so good couldn’t be bad.  A part of me knows it’s too early, not right, sinful; the other doesn’t care when Tamrin eases me back against my bed.  The other initiates the baring of flesh and the guiding of hands as permission to continue …And that other part revels and screams at what Tamrin can do.
 
 



Chapter 34
 
Tamrin
 
     I’m lost.  In all ways lost.  Mind, body, soul; buried deep in everything that is Jean.  One hand fisted in her hair, the other focused on her body, my tongue in her mouth, my skin bare against hers, my focus entirely on every moan and subtle movement of pleasure she gives me.  And I want so much more.  I’m going to give her so much more.
     Stop.
     I adjust my fingers and she bucks against me, whining and pushing her chest against mine so that I growl into her mouth.
     Stop.  Enough.  It’s too much. Too soon.
     Too much?  It’s not enough.  I can never have enough.  
     As she moves, the necklace around her neck slips, dropping the heavy gold of her cross against my wrist.  For a long moment, my pulse pounds against the warm metal.  Too soon…  A memory surfaces.  One of Jean running away and getting into the car with her parents.  They’re all dressed nice.  She turns and waves.  Where is she going?  Church.  Catholic…  There are rules.  There are promises she’s made.  I know she has made them.  Has she forgotten?  Can’t she say no?  Have I made it too difficult for her?  Too much, too soon.  
     As much as I don’t want to stop, I ease out of the kiss, making certain to show her that I’m reluctant to stop.  I look down at her.  Her eyes search mine, confused as to why I’ve stopped.  I slide my hand away and say, “Is this what you want?”
     Her brow creases as she runs a finger over one of the thorny branches tattooed over my skin – markings I’ve had for as long as I can remember.  “What do you mean?”
     I lift my hand and stare at it.  Where it has been, what I’ve been doing with it, and how much she liked it, makes my body want her more.  I want her so bad it hurts.  I’ve never wanted anyone like I want her.  I’ve never not been able to have someone I wanted.  This is hard, saying no, but beyond the lust I carry for her, I love Jean.  And I know that this time should be special.  I close my fingers into a fist and lower it to her stomach, soft and pale, then I look back at her.  
     She’s still waiting for my response.  “If we continue like this, I’m not sure I can stop myself again.  I want you, Jean.  I want you so much it scares me.  I just…” I pause looking for the right words, searching for it in her bemused green eyes, “I don’t want to hurt you or chase you away.  I want to make sure this is the right time and means the same thing for both of us.”
     She looks away, her throat bobbing and chest hitching.  “What does it mean to you?”
     I untangle my fingers from her hair and smooth my thumb along her jaw.  “Something special.  Not like other times I’ve done this.”
     Her eyes slide sideways, as if checking to make sure I’m not joking, and then escape again.  She forces a bitter smile.  “I forgot you’ve done this kind of thing before.”
     I frown.  “Had sex?  Yes.  Made love?  No,” I correct.  “In the past when I did these things, all I thought about was giving pleasure so I could benefit from it.  I didn’t care about who I was with.  With you…”  I look down, focusing on her throat because I can’t seem to look at her as I say it.  “It’s different.”
     “How?” she demands, as if angered.
     I look back up at her, knowing that I need to make her see my feelings.  “Because I care about you, Jean.  This whole time we’ve been doing this all I could think of was pleasing you more, making you happy because it made me happy.  I wasn’t thinking about any kind of gain other than being closer to you, having more of you.  I’ve never felt like that before.”
     Her eyes search mine, back and forth for a long moment.  “Then why’d you stop?”
     I bite my lips, terrified to say it.  But it has to be said, I can’t not know anymore.  I know the language of the body and of the heart.  Her body tells me she wants me, but her heart isn’t so clear on the topic.  “Because I don’t know if you feel that way, too.”
     A long breath escapes her, making her deflate underneath me, she raises an arm and hooks it over her eyes – hiding from me.  “I wouldn’t have kissed you if I didn’t want to.”
     I run my hand up and down her stomach, over her ribs and back down to her hip bone.  Goosebumps rise on her skin.  “You’re physically attracted to me, but that’s not the kind of feelings I’m talking about, Jean, and you know it.”
     She lowers her arm and uses it to prop up on an elbow, the gesture making me go up on an elbow as well.  She stares at the length of herself and then me, as if only now realizing how far we’ve gone in this first kiss between us.  The only barriers between us are few remaining clothes and we’ve already breached those bounds with wandering hands.
     In the next instant, she flops back on the bed and rolls away from me.  She pulls into herself, drawing her knees up to her chest and hiding her face in her hands.  Then she begins to sob.
     For a moment, I’m frozen, I don’t know what to do.  Jean’s crying because I almost made love to her.  I had thought she’d enjoyed it.  I had thought maybe she returned the feelings.  Now…
     Sighing, I sit up and reach for my pants.  “I’ll go.”
     The bed shifts behind me.  “So you’re just going to leave?” she demands, voice shaking with emotion.
     I glance over my shoulder, meet her glare.  “I’ve upset you.”
     Eyes fierce, she sits up – glorious in her undergarments.  “I’m not mad at you, jackass, I’m mad at me.”
     Swallowing, I continue to search her eyes, waiting.  She looks away with a noise of disgust and shakes her head.  “I never thought I’d be so…easy.”  She says “easy” like it’s a dirty word.
     “You’re not exactly easy, Jean.”
     She shakes her head again and hides her face in her hands.  “I was totally going to let you do it, Tam. If you hadn’t stopped, we would have…” her voice trails off and she peeks at me, tears in her pained eyes.
     Made love.  “And that’s bad?  Being with me?” I ask, my voice hoarse.
     She drops her hands all the way.  “It’s against my religion, Tam.  You do understand what being Catholic means, right?”
     Fire and Ice.  Love is good, lust is bad.  And if us being together is bad for her, that means it’s only lust.  And… “Lust is a sin.”
     She searches my eyes for a long moment then shakes her head.  “It’s not just that.  Having sex before being married.  You understand that, right?”
     Marriage.  That’s what people in love do.  So which is it?  Does she love or does she lust?  Biting my lip, I nod.  “You’ve made a promise to wait.”
     She nods.  “It’s important to me to wait until I’m married.”  She looks down at herself and makes a bitter hand gesture.  “At least it was.”
     I look away.  I should apologize.  I want to take it back so this didn’t happen – so she won’t feel guilty.  But I don’t.  Because I want it to have happened.  Part of me wants to say, “Then we should get married,” but I know she’d never marry someone like me.  I’m not good enough for her.  I’ve caused her too much pain, and I’m not pure and wonderful like she is.  No one ever loves me, they only lust me.  And the one time when I really want a woman lusting after me, she can’t because she’s too wonderful for that sort of thing.  My life sucks.  
     I take a deep breath and say, “Then you should wait.  I vow to let you wait.”
     Jean flashes me a tight but genuine smile.  “Thanks, Tam.”
     And my heart breaks.
 
 
     
 



Chapter 35
 
Twyla
 
     I pull away from the glass of water on the human girl’s bed stand.  “Married?” I whisper into the darkness.  Tamrin?  Married?  To a human girl?
     I shake my head.  No.  That cannot be.  That’s not allowed.  Standing, I grab a drying cloth and mop my face.  Then I throw it to the floor as I turn on my heel and rush from my chambers.
     Roxel is entertaining her best friend, Rhiannon, the Spring Queen.  I pause inside the door, trying to gauge if I can interrupt the conversation or not.  The two Seelie queens are similar in a number of ways.  Both are dark haired and golden skinned.  Both are tall and classically beautiful.  Both know how to survive the trials of being the one who must choose the tithe for the court.  They walk the delicate line between love and hate.  Even their friendship has just enough poison not to cause each other the hardship of having to sacrifice one another.  They both know the pain of loss, and each deals accordingly.
     Roxel, after hundreds of years of sacrificing friends and family, began riding abroad, pulling unsuspecting humans into our world and nurturing them as sacrifices.
     Rhiannon, after one fateful year of being unable to choose and losing the entirety of her children to The Hunter, purposely births sons and daughters so she can kill them.  She sends them to Earth so she doesn’t see them until it’s time for them to die.
     I’m not sure which queen is more ruthless.
     “Twyla, don’t crouch there like a spider,” Roxel scolds.  “Come in and state your business.”
     Rhiannon turns cool green eyes on me, shoves a deep coffee colored strand of hair out of her face, and flashes a tight smile.  She never looks happy even when she’s smiling – cruel beauty.  I hear her children carry that trait.
     Clearing my throat, I step into the room.  “It concerns Tamrin, Milady.”
     “Ah,” Roxel claps her hands together.  “Do tell me you’ve figured it out.”
     I nod, my eyes shooting cautiously to Rhiannon.
     “Would you excuse us for a moment?”  Roxel pleads of Rhiannon.  
     Rhiannon flashes a gracious smile, wider but no less false than the one she gave me, and pushes her chair away.  She points at to the ebony and ivory figures sitting on the chess board between them.  “No cheating, Roxi, I know where all the pieces are.”
     Roxel smoothes her gown over her thigh.  “I wouldn’t dream of it.”
     Rhiannon descends the stairs and slides by me, graceful as a snake.  I shiver.  She emits a heat and a ripe grassy scent that reminds me of drought.  I don’t like the dry…My Talent is that of a Water Witch, I like my fluids.
     As the door closes behind the Spring Queen, Roxel looks to me.  “Well?”
     I falter.  I’m not sure how to explain what I’ve seen.  I try to streamline it, removing the unnecessary bits such as telling her he’s in possession of the rose and intends to marry a human girl…Not just any girl, but her – the only one who could influence the rose.  I do not want him to get in trouble.
     “I don’t have all day.”
     I duck into a curtsey.  “Yes, Milady. It seems he’s rather infatuated with a human girl.”
     “Infatuated?” she repeats, puzzled.  “I don’t understand.”
     I think fast, trying to be both truthful and vague all at once.  I can’t allude to him having feelings for this human girl – that will not go over well with Roxel’s pride.  I force a smile.  “You know Tamrin, Milady.  Always off breaking the hearts of young maids.  He makes it a sport to toy with them.”
      “Yes, yes.  I know.” She waves a dismissive hand.  “So what makes this one any different?”     
     “Well,” I say, carefully choosing my words.  “I believe she’s something of a challenge for him.  She’s rather pure, wishing to preserve her maidenhead for as long as she can.  His innumerable charms don’t seem to affect her and I believe he finds this both fascinating and vexing.”
     Roxel reaches up and rubs her lips in thought.  “Interesting.”  She drums her fingers against her jaw.
     “Quite,” I agree, proud of my clever lie.  “I believe it’s an issue of stubborn pride at this point.  He will not give up until she folds to his advances.”  There, that ought to satisfy her.  He doesn’t get in trouble.  I don’t get in trouble.  He can be absent from court for a long period and Roxel won’t have cause to wonder.
     She suddenly slaps her hands to her thighs and gets to her feet.  “Well then, we’ll have to help him, won’t we?”
     Horror-struck, I flex a brow.  “What?”
     She puts her hands on her hips.  “Come now, Twyla, use your water logged little brain.  If he’s out there trying to woo a young lady who will never bend to his charms, then that means he’s not here with me.”  She makes a pouty face.  “You know how anxious I get when I don’t have my Tamrin around.  I’m all out of sorts.”
     To keep myself from running forward and strangling my queen, I fold my hands behind my back.  “Yes, Milady, I have noticed.”
     “Besides, I have so little time left with him.”
     I hadn’t forgotten that either.  “Time does seem to fly.”
     Her pout goes halfway to a deep-thought scowl before she turns and begins a slow pace across her dais, her back tall and erect, flashing golden tawny skin where her gown plunges down her back.  “I shall help him in his conquest,” she announces, as if the whole room were filled with courtiers and fae.  “If he succeeds then there will be no reason for him to remain, right?”
     I swallow.  I’m certain that’s not the best approach.  Seelies, by principal, don’t meddle in human affairs and doing this?  Removing the ability for a human to exert their own will?  It borders dangerously on an UnSeelie action and goes entirely against the principles of one who carries the Talent for Bending – not that she has not broken that principal many times with Tamrin.  But how can I tell her that?  
     I can not.  Once Roxel makes up her mind about something, it’s nearly impossible to turn her around.  I can tell her the truth…but that will only get me in trouble for lying – and most likely cause more hardship for Tamrin.  If she knows he loves someone more than her?  I cringe to think what she’ll do to him.
     I bite my lip and tip my head in thought.  Roxel is right about only having a short amount of time left with him.  He should be here with us.  So, perhaps Roxel’s plan is a good one?  If she makes it so this Jean-girl folds to Tamrin’s advances then maybe she’ll hate him for breaking his vow and taking her maidenhead?  If Jean hates him, he’ll come home again.  
     I smile to myself.  Yes, that can work.
 



Chapter 36
 
Jeanette
 
     Tamrin hands me my history book and I put it on the shelf in my locker.  “What are we doing tonight?”
     I glance over my shoulder.  “I don’t know.  I’m supposed to go to Amber’s meet this afternoon.”
     Tamrin’s face falls, then he knits his brow in hope.  “After that?”
     I try not to grin at his desperation.  “What did you want to do?”
     “Your dad gave us allowance this morning.”
     I roll my eyes.  I don’t need reminding.  I’ve come to accept Tamrin in many aspects of my life, but him weaseling into Dad’s good graces is still a bruised and swollen area.  “I’m saving mine for AniCon…If I can manage to get Dad to let me go.”
     The crooked smirk emerges, dimpling his cheek.  “You don’t need to worry about that.  It’s already taken care of.”
     “What do you mean?”
     He shrugs.  “Well, I suggested to your dad that, since you did so well on your make-up test for Spanish, he might cancel your grounding.”
     I stare at him, jaw dropped.  “Dad never goes back on a grounding no matter how good I am.”  Then an awful thought occurs to me.  “Oh no, now what did you do to him?”
     “Nothing.”  He crosses his chest, still grinning.  “I swear to you, Jean.  I haven’t had anyone do anything else.  I haven’t even left the house.  You know that.”
     I eye him, suspicious.  It would almost be easier to accept him screwing around with that Bender chick for another spell than accepting that Dad might genuinely like Tamrin.  He’s practically the son Dad never had.  
     “So,” he says, drawing my attention back to him, “since I’ve got some cash, I wanted to take you out.”
     “Out?”
     “Yeah.  Like a date?”
     “Oh!” I breathe.  Then, “Oh.”
     Something in my expression must look unpromising because he quickly says, “If you don’t want to, it’s okay.  I mean, I figured that after what happened the other day and with how you’ve been acting, maybe you were mad at me for not properly courting you or something.  So, I thought this was a good start.”  He looks a little uncertain and endearingly out of his element.  Tamrin could make any girl do anything for him simply by looking at her the right way, but he’s trying not to be like that with me and I have to give him credit for that.
     I close my eyes.  “It’s just fast, everything is too fast.  And I don’t know how I feel.”  It’s a lie.  I know exactly how I feel about Tamrin, but the feelings are scary.  What happened in my room the other day is proof of that.  I am weak to Tamrin’s charms, too weak to control my feelings for him.  Admitting my feelings to him will make it easy to end up in the same situation as last week, except in the future Tamrin won’t stop to make sure I love him because he’ll already know.  Tamrin’s uncertainty is the only thing standing between me and my virginity and I intend to keep it that way.
     I hear him sigh.  “I don’t know how much more time I have, Jean.  Roxel’s already mad about me not going home enough.  And she’s bound to find out about the rose soon.”
     I open my eyes, meet his.  “I thought you were going to go back home more to make sure she didn’t get suspicious.”
     He looks down at the floor between us, then takes my hands.  “I can’t,” he admits to the floor, color rising in his cheeks.
     I tighten my grasp around his fingers.  “Can’t or don’t want to?”
     After a moment of thought he says, “Both.  I can’t be with anyone else, Jean.”  He steps closer, closing the distance between us, and placing a hand to my cheek.  “I can’t even think it.” His words are a whisper of pain and fear and promise over my forehead.  
     I reach up and wrap my arms around his neck, holding him close to me, trying to quell the desire to promise he’ll never have to go back.  But I can’t guarantee that.  His world is not my world.  He’s not even the same breed of being.  The rules that bind him are not the ones I play by, as much as I want them to be.  What do I do?  Change the game?  How do you play against a faerie queen?  Who has magic?
     Tamrin’s lips brush my forehead.  “We shouldn’t talk about this now; it’s not the right time.  You have to be uplifted and cheery for Amber, right?”
     Stepping backward, I nod.
     “Come on.”  My hand still in his, he turns to lead me to the field.
     I tense.  “No.”
     Confused, he turns back around.
     “I–  you don’t have to come.”
     He smiles.  “I want to come.”
     I shake my head.  “No.  I mean, she’s my friend and it’s not your responsibility to support her.  It’s mine and mine alone.”
     He cocks his head.  “But I want to share your burdens.”
     A laugh escapes me, I can’t help it.  “She’s not a burden, Tam, she’s my friend,” I reason.  “My friend, not yours.”
     He bites his lip.  “You don’t want me.”
     Stepping toward him, I say, “It’s not that.  I like spending time with you, but I think it would be good to have time apart, too.  Time for ourselves – to be with our friends and family on our own.”
     “But I don’t want to go back to Summer Court.  I want to stay here with you.”
     I drop my shoulders, loving the words and hating I can’t give him what he wants.  But this is important.  “I understand that, Tam.  And I’m not saying you have to go home.  I’m only saying that it’s not healthy to be together so much.  We each need our own lives.  That’s what makes us who we are as individuals, right? And,” I pause and take a deep breath, “much as I appreciate you helping me out with Dad and stuff, I’d prefer if you left it alone.  These are my issues.  I want to deal with my own problems – I want to learn how to deal with them on my own, I don’t want to be coddled.”
     He frowns.  “But it makes you unhappy and sick.  I don’t want you heartsick anymore.”
     Smiling, I go up on tiptoes and give him a peck on the cheek.  “It’s nice of you to want to make me happy, but it also makes me unhappy when you take on everything by yourself.  You don’t have to be a knight in everything you do, Tam.  I don’t need to be saved all that time.  I’m capable of dealing with things on my own, feeding myself, passing my own classes, being a friend and a daughter.  Being Jeanette.  That’s mine, not yours.  You understand that, right?”
     He narrows his eyes at me and twists his mouth in sour humor.  “You’re calling me a domineering male, aren’t you?”
     I grin at him.  “Something like that.”
     His eyes turn sad.  “That’s not good.  I don’t want to be like that.  And…I’ve made you unhappy.”
     I pat his chest, trying to comfort him.  “Not yet, but I can see it progressing into an issue if we don’t address it early.  You have to have faith in me that I can be strong enough on my own.  Deal?”  I offer my hand.
     Tamrin takes my hand and shakes it.  “I’ll try to be less of a…What did Marc call me?”
     I grin.  “A dick-head?”
     Tamrin gives a curt nod.  “I vow not to be a dick-head.”
     Laughing, I step around him and pat his back.  “Good boy.  Now try to make friends of your own.  You’re going to need them if you want to stick around.”
 
“So your dad is gonna let you go now?” Emily asks.
     I nod.  “Yeah.”
     She shakes her head in disbelief.  “Wow, I wish I had a boyfriend that awesome.”
     A blush creeps up my cheeks.  “He’s not my boyfriend, Em.”
     She purses her lips.  “Well, he should be,” she reasons.  “Don’t you like him?”
     I shrug, trying not to look obvious.  
     “Look,” she says, “he’s hot, smart, and totally into you.  From what you’ve said he’s an amazing kisser and should probably insure his fingers.  Plus, he’s got some kind of voodoo charm over every person of authority around here.  He got you to take that Spanish re-test – which you aced ‘cause he helped you study.  He got your dad to not only drop your grounding but let you go to AniCon, too.  He’s a total keeper, Nett, so explain why you’re not all up on that shit?”
     I giggle at her.  It’s weird hearing Em talk like this.  She lifts her chin, insistent on getting the truth and not letting me derail the topic by making fun of her.  
     “Don’t you think he’s a little – I don’t know, intense?  Like this whole thing with Dad?  You don’t think that’s a little too over-protective?  He’s all up in my business, like some busy-body patriarch.  You know, he even wants to make sure I eat heart-healthy?  How weird is that?”
     She gives me a sidelong glance.  “Funny, it never seemed to bother you when Timmy did it.”
     “What?”
     “He was like that, too.  Or have you forgotten?”
     I bite my lip.  Was he?  I never noticed.  Would a little girl notice something like that?  Or would she think it was a good quality, like a prince charming?  Hmm.  “Well, it’s been a long time since then,” I reason.  “And if I ever was someone who liked that, I don’t like it now.  Sometimes, maybe, but not all the time.  That’s controlling.  I told Tam all that and he’s cool with it.”
     Em’s face turns wistful.  “I tell ya, if I had a guy like him, I’d lock myself in a room with him and never come out.  Screw my friends.”  She giggles.  “No offense.  But seriously, Nett, I wouldn’t blame you for spending every second you could with him.  He’s amazing.”
     Smirking in sarcasm, I say, “I’ll ask if he has a brother.”
     Emily is silent for a moment.  “Okay, tell me this then.  Which one of you is the Dom?”
     “Dom?”
     “Who is dominant in the relationship?” she clarifies.  “Think hard about it.  It might seem one way at first, but look beneath the surface.  The person who is more driven to please the other is the subordinate.”
     I lower my eyes and think about it.  At first glance and maybe in the beginning, it was obviously Tamrin.  But now?  Even though he still likes to be bossy, all I have to do is sass him and he backs down.  
     These days he does anything I tell him to do.  He tells me the truth when I confront him, asks me what I want to eat for dinner, he tries to do as I ask – vows it even, he asks permission more than he used to.  He even stopped sleeping around because it made me uncomfortable.  
     Tamrin is still someone with a dominant personality, that’s obvious.  But he’s willing to lose ground when it comes to what I want.  It’s only when I don’t clearly tell him what I want that we end up in a tiff.  And even then?  His reason for doing it is that he wants to please me.  And isn’t he always going on about being afraid he’s upset me?  All this, for me.  And have I ever even thought once about what might make him happy?
     I stop short.  “Holy crap, I’m a Dom.”
     Emily giggles.  “See.  I told you.  Strap on your leather bustier, sister, you’ve got that guy whipped and you don’t even know it.  Now, explain to me why he’s a bad boyfriend?”
     I frown at her.  “It’s more complicated than that, Em.”
     She crosses her arms and lifts her chin.  “This is about Timmy, and you know it.”
     I straighten.  “What?”
     “Timmy.  Timothy Rhynn.  That kid you used to be uber in love with.”  She makes buggy “duh” eyes.
     I swallow.  “I wasn’t in love with Timmy.”
     “I don’t think you’d know love if it smacked you in the face,” Em says.  “Look Nett, I know you.  I knew Timmy and I know Tamrin.  You look at and act with Tamrin like you used to look at and act with Timmy.”
     Biting my lip, I look away from her.  How can I tell Emily it’s because of the idiotic Bend-spell thing that Tamrin’s friend cast?  She’s right, I probably am the same with Tamrin as I was with Timmy.  But that’s only because every day they seem more and more alike.  “Well,” I say haltingly, “maybe I don’t want Tam to replace Timmy.”
     “He’s not going to replace Timmy.  They’re two different people.”
     “But they’re so similar,” I argue.  “Sometimes I can’t tell the difference between the two of them and it scares me.  I mean, what if I only like Tam because he’s like Timmy?  What if I’m subconsciously trying to find a replacement?  That’s not fair to either of them, is it?”  There, I’ve said it.
     Emily stares at me for a long time.  “I guess I can understand that.  But still, you shouldn’t lead Tamrin on if you’re not going to ever be serious about him.”
     I look away.  The truth is that I’m already serious.  In a few weeks I’ve fallen so hard for Tam that my head is spinning in confusion.  I think a lot of it has to do with his similarities to Timmy.  Kissing him was a mistake, because I don’t know which boy I thought I was kissing.  And that’s really why I’m afraid to kiss him again.
     Still, that doesn’t stop the feelings.  He’s still living with me and he’s in all my classes.  I couldn’t avoid him if I wanted to.  I couldn’t be cold and mean if I tried.  Not now.  Now with how he looks at me and how I feel about him.  Not with how gentle his touch is or how true his lips against mine were that one afternoon.  Not with the way he holds me at night.  And all that makes me want him more.  It’s like a feedback loop of affection.  And that’s why, painful as it is not to spend time with him, I forced him on his own today.  I need to cut the line and take a breather.
     Emily and I walk in silence, heading to the field for Amber’s meet.  Cross country teams from across the state already patchwork the field in motley colors.  The yearly meet through Carver Hall Park is in full swing.
     “Ug, look at all those people.  My anxiety is already through the roof.  Remind me again why we do this?” Em says.
     “Because we’re supporting Amber…And Celeste needs to spy on Mike Grotto.”
     “And you’re avoiding Tamrin,” she adds.
     I shrug.  “Avoiding isn’t the right word.”
     “He’s not with you.  He’s always with you.”
     I smile.  “You do realize that’s not a good thing, right?  I mean, I don’t want to be that girl who becomes addicted to her boyfriend and ignores her friends because of it.”
     “You’re not ignoring us.  You bring him with you when you’re with us.”
     “And you don’t find that annoying?” I ask.
     She knits her brow.  “Not really.  He’s not exactly talkative.”
     I scoff.  “Not with you maybe, sometimes I can’t get him to shut up.  Anyway, I need alone time – just me and my friends.  Besides, if you’re right and I am a Dom, then I should be more sensitive to his needs, right?  He needs freedom, alone time, and his own friends, too.  I can’t keep him on a leash whether he chained himself to me or not.”
     As we walk around the chapel, something catches my eye in the forest just beyond.  A face among dozens.  One I know.  One that makes my heart race.  I stop short, staring into pale blue eyes framed by dark brown hair.
     “Nett?  You okay?”
     I tip my head, indicating that I heard Em, but not looking away from the eyes I know so well.  “Uh, yeah.”
     She grabs my hand.  “We’re already late, come on.”
     I shake my head.  “No.  I mean, I’ll uhm.  I’ll catch up.  Go without me.”
     “Nett?”  Em says, but I’m already moving away from her, drawn to the face at the edge of the woods.  “Are you all right?”
     Ignoring her, I push past bodies, drawn as if by a spell to the boy standing in the underbrush.  Only now, certain he’s gotten my attention, he’s backing away, the bushes folding in around him.
     I reach out my hand.  “Timmy!” It’s both a whisper and a scream of beckoning.  He’s almost gone.  So, I run.  
 



Chapter 37
 
Tamrin
 
     After Jean’s lovely chestnut hair disappears through the back door, I stand and stare after her for what seems like forever.  
     “Well that’s gratitude for you,” Enmire grumbles from where he’s sitting by my feet.
     I frown down at him.
     “You’re here for her.  You give up your world for her. And now she wants you to go off on your own.”
     “She wants me to make friends,” I say.  “That’s different.”
     Enmire glowers up at me.  “What am I?  Chopped liver?”
     I look away, examining the hall.  “She wants me to have human friends.”  
     “Need I remind you that integration is not your cup of tea?”
     I sigh.  “I really don’t need reminding of that, thank you.”  Back home, no one wants to be my friend.  Who wants to be friends with the freak who wasn’t born looking like everyone else and didn’t awaken into his Talent?  Who wants to be friends with the court whore?  I’ve only had Connor, because we’re comrades and outcasts in more than one way.  But even then, we never called each other friends.  Seelies don’t make friends.  Just like they don’t fall in love.
     And here I’m doing both.  “I must be insane.”
     “No arguments here.”
     I turn away from the back door and walk down the semi - empty halls, Enmire – invisible to human eyes – in tow.  Every-so-often, a student will emerge from a club room on the way to the bathroom.  And every ten minutes or so, one of the athletic teams runs past me, their shoes squeaking on the tile floors.  Odd tooting and hooting noises come from the music rooms.  A group of art students sit around a ladder, plotting a new mural to go around one of the locker banks.  For a moment, I contemplate calling on Connor, though I’m not entirely ready to talk to him about Jean, he’ll call me a madman.  I pass the mat room.  And then I pause and back-pedal.  They’re fighting.
     “What kind of sword play is that?” Enmire demands.
     I examine the flimsy swords and postures that no one with half a whit would use in a real sword fight.  Something about how ridged and gentlemanly it looks catches my interest.  I hover in the doorway, watching.
     Eventually, a thin kid with acne wearing the same weird, padded white outfit as those I’m watching gets up and comes over to me.  “You’re that new guy Tamrin, right?”
     I nod.
     “I’m Andy, captain of the fencing team.  You ever fence before?”
     After a moment of thought, I say, “Not like this.”
     The kid tips his head.  “Is fencing different over in England?”  
     At my blank look Enmire says, “That’s where you’re from, remember?  All boys school in London?”
     Oh, right.  I force a smile.  “I didn’t fence there.  I fought there.”
     His brows wrinkle.  “Fought?”
     I give him an indulgent expression.  “Swords.  Not these-” I gesture toward the thing in his hand.
     “Glorified needles?” Enmire offers.
     Andy lifts it.  “Foil.  There’s also saber and epee.”
     “They don’t look very sturdy,” I reason.  “How do you kill people with that?”
     He scoffs, his face breaking into a wide grin featuring strikingly straight teeth.  “It’s not for killing.  It’s a dueling weapon and these days it’s all about form and sportsmanship.  It’s a chivalric pastime.”
     “Hmm.”  I go back to watching the paired off students on the floor.
     After a moment, Andy says, “You wanna fence with us?”
     I nod.
     “Great, now you’re taking up sewing,” Enmire grumbles.  “Well, while you play Granny, I’m going to take a nap.”  He disappears down the hall and I follow Andy into the mat room.
 
Andy is teaching me the difference between a saber and an epee when Emily wanders into the mat room.  She meets my eyes, looks around, and then her face falls.  Jean’s not with her, which makes me nervous because I left her in Emily’s care.  I excuse myself and slip toward her.
     “What’s wrong?  Where’s Jean?”
     She stares up at me, her glasses tipping slightly as her face contorts in concern.  “I thought maybe she came back here to be with you.”
     Frowning, I grasp Emily by the elbow and usher her out of the mat room.  “You can’t find her?”
     She shakes her head.  “She saw someone,” Emily says.  “And next thing I know she’s running into the woods.  She told me she’d catch up, but it’s been almost an hour and she hasn’t come out.  She hates the park; I don’t know why she’d go in.”
     I let my hand fall away, a sick feeling in my stomach.  “Where?”
     “At the end of the path leading to the chapel.  I think she saw someone she knew, but…” her voice trails off, as if confused.
     “Who?”
     She rubs her temple.  “I swear I heard her say Timmy, but, I can’t have.  There was no one there, I swear.”
     Now thoroughly uneasy, I turn away.  “I’ll find her.”
 
About a hundred yards into the park, the foliage swallows the noises of the students on the field.  I cast about, searching for any sign of Jeanette’s passage.  Broken fern fronds, footprints in the soft earth, overturned pine needles.  I track her deeper and deeper into the woods.  Until the trail stops cold.
     I stand straight and turn in a circle, searching.  “Jean?” I call into the warm air.
     The trees overhead rustle, a slight breeze reaches down to caress my face.  Her fingers, her touch.  I take a deep breath and her scent fills my nose, as if I could sense her on the wind.  I close my eyes, savoring her as part of the beauty of the wild around me.
     I hear her giggle, a fleeting tease, urging me to chase after.
     When I open my eyes, the world is hung with a curtain of mist.  In the back of my mind, I know this indicates something wrong, but I’m unable to understand why.  Have I encountered this before?  
     Roxel.  Benders. Mist.
     Roxel uses this kind of mist.  No fear.  No consequence.  She uses this on me.  I hate this mist.
     What’s it doing here?  
     Is Roxel here?
     I don’t understand.
     The wind curls around me, dragging at me.  Come.  Play.  
     No.  Jean’s here.  The wind teases me with Jean and my body can’t resist.  It wants her too bad.  I want her too much.
     Her laughter echoes through the trees, tumbling deeper and deeper into the wild.  I run after it.
     “Jean!” I call again.  And again.
     I leap over a rock, landing too far forward and stumble through the underbrush.  When I roll to my feet, she’s there.  Just standing and looking into the distance.  Body alive, I struggle to my feet and step toward her.  “Jean?”  
     I reach out and put my hand on her shoulder.  It’s everything I can do not to pull her close, not react to the desire that’s intense and sudden in my body.  No, it’s the mist.  Fight it.  Get her out of here.
     She glances over her shoulder, her expression hot and heady as only in a dream.  Roxel’s mist has run its course through her system.
     My lower body bucks in response.  From the way she’s looking at me, there can be no denial in my mind that Jean wants me as much as I want her.  I swallow the lump in my throat.  “What are you doing out here?”
     She glances away.  “Timmy,” she whispers.  “I thought I saw…”  She turns suddenly, as if on a double-take, and looks up at me, expression alive and fierce and certain.  “Timmy.”
     “Oh.”  Hooding my eyes, I let my hand slip from her shoulder, but she catches it and lifts my hand to her face.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t see you before.  But, I see you now.”  Stepping close, she cups my hand to her cheek and slides my thumb over her lips as she says, “Tam, I’ve been waiting for you.  I want you.”
     My body nearly explodes at her expression, at her tone, and dominant body language.  I stare at her, too dumb with need and want.  Is it true?  Or the mist?  The mist made me want Roxel when I really wanted Jean.  Does Jean just want me because the mist is making her forget Timmy?  Or does she love me and use Timmy as an excuse?
     She drags my hand down her face and neck, cups it against her breast.  Crap.  “Will you?”
     I swallow again, trying to think, trying to breathe, trying not to feel anything under my hand.  “Will I what?”
     She leans into me, placing more of her body against mine, tempting me with warm curves and soft skin.  “Will you take me?”  She touches my face.  “Let me have you?”
     I pull her hand away.  It’s so hard to do, my body is assuming a will all its own.  It strains and burns, as if trying to breech my clothing in an effort to get to her.  “Eventually.  Like we said.  When you’re ready.”
     She slips her hand away from mine and reaches up again, this time grasping my hair in a gesture of certainty and drawing my head downward so we’re nearly nose to nose.  Her lips brush mine as she whispers, “I am ready.  I want you now.  Right.  This.  Moment.”
     Every word from her mouth is a spell, binding me to action and stupidity so that when the last syllable is uttered and her lips slide against mine I can’t help but groan.  For a long moment, I’m paralyzed to her siren touch, taste, and spell.  I fall deeper and deeper into the kiss, into Jean.
     Then I find my strength and shove her away.  “No,” I growl.
     She blinks at me as if hurt.
     “Jean,” I gasp, already falling back into her eyes, into the magic.  I look away.  “Something’s wrong.  There’s Aos Si magic here.  I don’t even know if you’re the real Jean or some kind of cruel joke.  The real Jean doesn’t want this.  It’s like you’re made of my imagination.”
     “I want it,” she says.  This time, there is no spell to her voice.  “I’ve always wanted it.  I was just confused.  I’m not confused anymore.”
     I give her an uneasy expression.  Looking at her makes my knees buckle.  I want to launch myself at her.  I want to take her whether she allows it or not.  This mist where rules no longer exist scares me.  I could hurt her.  I really could.  I ball my fists, trying to keep myself still.  I won’t hurt her.  I refuse to.  “Why?”
     She smiles at me, gentle as a temptress.  “Because you’re here.  I see who you are.  You are the man I think you are, aren’t you?”
     I back away from her, wanting more to keep myself from going toward her than any fear I have of her.  “That depends.  Who do you think I am?”
     She steps toward me.  “The man I love.”
     More hasty steps.  Steps that catch my feet and make me fall onto my ass.  I blink up at her, too dumb to move or speak.  She loves me?  She wants me?  This is too good to be true.  I can’t help but wonder just how deeply these feelings she has for me are buried under all her inhibitions in the world outside the mist.  I shake my head, trying to clear it.
     Jean closes the distance between us, her loafers appearing to either side of my legs and then she’s kneeling over me, her body too close and too easy and her face within kissing distance again.  She stares at me, eyes wide as an open meadow, promising as spring.  “You love me, too, don’t you, Tam?”
     I bite my lips to keep myself from declaring to the stars and the moon and every universe in existence that yes, damn it, I love her more than life itself.  She’s beautiful, smart, and kind.  I love her little brow wrinkle and how she constantly thunks her head down in exasperation.  I love that she’s loyal and forgiving.  I love that she tries to be strong and independent.  I love the touch of her hair and her full body.  I get drunk off her scent and her voice is like that of an angel’s.  The beat of her heart brings joy to mine and I even love the melancholy way she stares at the park, though I don’t understand why.
     I want to tell her.  But I have to be strong.  I need to hold the barrier between us.  We made a promise to each other that this would not be.  That vow was made with the rules and restrictions of her faith in mind.  Here, those rules no longer exist.  The rules of God have no place in the world of the Aos Si – in the world of the damned.  I need to get us both out of here before I also forget the rules and it’s too late.
     But I can’t move.
     Jean is sitting on top of me, her body so perfect and ready for me.  All I have to do is ease her onto her back and take her in the ways I want and envision…
     I can’t fold to the mist.
     Have to get up.
     Have to fight.
     But all I can do is stare at her.
     She caresses my face, tracing my cheek, jaw, and throat in such a slow teasing way – her expression so much like the one she wore the day she plucked my rose. I’m entranced by her lips.  Before I understand what’s happening, she’s leaning down and kissing me again.
     Her taste and touch flood my senses.  On instinct, I reach up, grabbing her waist and dragging her body flush to mine.  Telling her through kiss and contact that I want her, love her.  She grasps onto me, her arms trapping me to her, pressing her heaving chest against mine, fingers wrenching in my hair – a prison.  A sweet prison from which I have no desire to escape.
     Somewhere between her sliding my uniform jacket off my shoulders and me laying her against the stiff linen, taking awe in how the green makes her hair more brilliantly red, I recall there’s a reason why I should stop…But I can’t remember what it is – my mind seems devoid of reason – so I don’t.
     And as she stares up at me, eyes flirty and hot, fingers sliding my uniform trousers down my hips, as I in turn bare her body to the late afternoon sun, it seems immeasurably silly that there would ever be anything keeping me apart from Jean.  I lay atop her, conscious of my weight against her, certain to be gentle with her because it’s her first time.  I lean down and kiss her again, reveling in her sweet body, in the perfection of the two of us as one.
     Before we join, all I’m aware of is the deeper, absolute reaches of my love for Jean.
     She’s mine.  
     I’m hers.
     We’re together.
     That’s how it has always been.  That’s how it will always be.  Nothing will keep us apart again.  That is my vow to her, my own marriage to her, body and soul.
     
 



Chapter 38
 
Tamrin
 
     I’m running, eyes fixed on the bouncing tresses of the girl running in front of me.  I can’t see anything beyond her outline.  All I feel is the ground meeting my pounding feet, the burning in my lungs, the sweat and hard breaths under my hand – pressed against her back, urging her forward, and the silken hair that brushes my wrist.  That is my world, narrowed to escape and the preservation of Jean.
     A horse whinnies in the distance, breaking the isolated beats of escape.  They’re closer – chasing us.  My hearing sharpens, searching.  Tinkling bells, jangling harnesses, the thunderous beat of hooves.  Why?  Why are they chasing us?  I push Jean harder.  But as she tenses to go faster, she drops away from me.
     My momentum carries me too far forward, past her.  “Jean!” It’s part scream, part whisper.  Panting, I skid to a stop, try running back to where she disappeared, but the horses rise over the crest of the path and I’m blinded with lanterns glowing in a dizzying rainbow array.
     I raise my hands and step backward, wanting to hide myself.  My foot slips off of a drop in the path, but I catch myself before taking the tumble.  Glancing over my shoulder, I barely see her crumpled at the bottom of a drop-off, a mass of shimmering pink taffeta.  My thudding heart and gasping breaths freeze in my chest.  She’s not moving.  Is she dead?  God, please let her be okay.
     My legs strain, wanting to run to her, but I’m aware of the mounted riders coming after us.  Who is it?  What do they want?  Why are they after us?
     I squint, trying to make them out.  Nearly a dozen horses.  Six ethereal lanterns on long, delicate poles.  The horses shift, bells tinkle.  Everything shines and reflects as if made of mirrors and silver.  One of the riders heels her steed forward and I see her outline in relief against the bright light.  Massive black horse.  White clad woman.  Black hair, black eyes, skin that’s gold-white in the light.
     She’s pretty like a movie-star.  She glows like an angel.  But there’s an evil sort of cruelty about her mouth and eyes.  I shift from foot to foot, trying to make the ferns close behind me – trying to hide Jean.
     She swings a leg over her horse and lands on the ground with a noiseless bounce.  Her gown ripples and floats around her as if caught in a breeze, but the air is still.  Is she magic?  Is this real?
     I steel myself as she advances.  I see her more clearly now, her comrades as well.  They’re armed.  Pikes, swords.  She’s has a curved dagger with a ruby studded hilt tucked into the thick golden belt slung low on her hips.  They’re all dressed like they belong in a historic movie, though I can’t pin-point the time period.  They’re obviously crazy people; no one uses swords or dresses like this anymore.  Still, I can’t be certain they don’t know how to use those weapons.
     I can’t let them have Jean.
     Squaring my shoulders, I try to make my voice sound strong.  “What do you want?”  I demand of the woman. Even though she seems like a wicked witch from a bad movie, she looks way less formidable than the huge, hulking men with her.
     She stops, looks me over, and grins.  “He’s a bold one, Twyla.”
     “Yes, Milady,” one of the other mounted riders – the only other woman – agrees.
     The temptress lady comes close, bends to examine me with eyes the color of garnets, calculating one side and then the other.  She smells like roses, a heavy scent that makes me want to sneeze.  More than sneezing, I want to kick her in the shin.  She cups my chin, trying to turn my face toward the light.  I jerk away and give her a warning glare.  Mom and Dad have told me not to let strangers touch me.
     Flashing a tight smile, she looks me square in the eye.  “You’re a handsome young man, aren’t you?”
     I clench my jaw and scowl at her.  I think she’s trying to flatter me, but for what, I don’t know.  I ask my question again.  “What do you want?  Why are you chasing me?”  I make certain to say ‘me’ because they haven’t gone for Jean, which means maybe they didn’t notice her or maybe they think she got away.  I silently pray she stays still and doesn’t betray herself to them.
     The woman straightens.  “Your father is Rhynn is he not?”
     I frown at her, confused by the sudden turn of question.  “That’s my last name.”
     “The fae tell me your father has killed one of my pets.  He owes me a blood debt.”
     Killed a pet?  My dad?  He’d never kill someone’s pet.  “Dad only hunts deer.”
     She smiles tightly at me.  “How would you like to visit my home, handsome brave boy?”
     My nostril lifts.  “No thanks.”
     She coughs out a tight laugh, a false thing meant to make her seem likable.  “Oh, but why ever not?  I could use a brave handsome boy like you.”  She presses her hands together.  “You could be a knight.  I could give you anything you desire.  Glory, power, beautiful girls to-”
     The other woman clears her throat.  “I think such things may not appeal to one so young.”
     The temptress touches her chin in thought.  “Oh, right.  Well, whatever little brave men want.  Sweets?  Toys?”
     Yup, strangers offering candy.  These are definitely the bad people Mom and Dad warned me about.  I shake my head.  “No.  I’m okay.”  I turn to escape, but the temptress lady grabs hold of my shoulder.  Her fingers bite into my muscles, making me yelp and drop my hobby horse cowboy prop.  Pulling away, I stagger backward, losing my balance and thumping onto my butt.  She’s too strong for someone so frail looking.
     Fear floods my veins, making my breath come hard.  For a long moment, I sit staring at the hobby horse in sudden mortification.  These people are not going to let me go.
     Temptress lady crouches in front of me.  “Do not be ungracious, boy.  When a queen requests you in court, you don’t deny her.”
     I scowl at her.  She’s crazy.  I roll onto my knees and try scrambling to my feet, but invisible hands grab my leg and haul me into the air where I twirl like a pinwheel.
     Temptress fake laughs again.  “Naughty, naughty.  I shall have to give you a spanking.”
     A pair of massive paw-like hands pluck me out of the air and plant me hard against beaten silver and hard leather.  Resorting to a method that’s none-too-brave but works, I cry out for help.  
     No one hears me.  No one listens.  
     “Do shut him up, I don’t want the humans hearing us,” Temptress says.
     A fist smashes my cheek.  Pain splits my head making tears ooze from my eyes and blood seep from my nose.  All goes dark.
 
Time passes.  Days, weeks, months.  I don’t know how long.  I remain strong, but it’s hard.  I miss my parents, and I miss Jean.  Not knowing what happened to her eats at me every moment.  I left her.  I left her hurt and alone.  Granted, I wasn’t given a choice, but I keep thinking I should have done or said something differently.
     “You’re not concentrating, Tamrin,” Kirithos, the man who knocked me unconscious back in Carver Hall Park, growls at me.
     Annoyed, I throw down my practice sword.  I’ve been here long enough to learn where I am and what’s expected of me.  I’ve tried to escape numerous times, but it’s no use.  Roxel wants me here – insists I belong here.  She has changed me, made it so I wouldn’t fit in with normal people again if I tried.  I see and do things I never could do back home.  She tries to appeal to my eagerness to learn and be strong by sending me to school and providing me with mentors like Kirithos.  She’s trying to win me over.  It’s not working.  I want to go home.
     “Pick it up, boy.”
     I cross my arms.  “I’m done.”
     Kirithos comes at me, looking intent as any seven-foot-tall-three-hundred-pounds-of-muscle-man set on beating the snot out of a bratty little boy can.
     “Oh, Kiri, let him be,” Roxel calls, sitting and weaving with Twyla.  “Go elsewhere, you smell of swine.”  She waves a hand in dismissal.
     Kirithos, fuming, leaves the practice yard.  When he’s gone, Roxel calls to me.  “Come, love, sit and bide by me.”  She pats the cushion beside her.
     Rolling my eyes, I collect my practice sword and go to my captor.  I slump on the cushion, making a point to slouch and look rude.  I swipe at the pixies swarming in the drooping limbs of the plants hanging from the curving arms of the pergola.
     Twyla makes a hissing noise of disapproval, but I don’t care.
     Roxel doesn’t look up from the loom.  It thwacks and rattles, colors sliding up and over, up and over as the arms rock back and forth.  “You’re very strong of heart, Tamrin.”
     I lift my chin and look away.  Roxel has lots of pretty words.  Pretty words, pretty favors, pretty aspirations.  I don’t understand it.  She kidnapped me just to have someone to spoil like a son.
     She continues, not looking at me.  “You’ll be a great knight one day.  Tall, strong, handsome, brave, and noble.  These seeds grow within you, but your heart is unfocused.”
     I stare at the meadow beyond the practice yard.  “I want to go home.”
     “You are homesick.”  She says it like the truth it is.  “Homesick and heartsick, I think.”
     I bite my cheek.  Heartsick?  I touch my chest.  Is that the dull, heavy ache?  The longing?  I close my eyes and think of Jean.  Am I ever gonna see her again?  Is she okay?  Maybe it wouldn’t hurt so bad if I knew I hadn’t left her there to die.  How could I do that to her?
     “Tamrin.”  Roxel’s voice draws me back.  She’s staring at me, expression stern.  “Without focus, you won’t excel as I want you to – not like this.  Your heart isn’t in it.”
     I swallow.  “I don’t know what you want me to do about it.”
     She smiles prettily, the false smile I hate.  “You needn’t worry, my love.  I’ll solve your problems for you.”
     I don’t like that tone.  Grimacing, I say, “How?”
     She shrugs and goes back to her loom.  “You’re mine, Tamrin.  Your heart should be mine as well, don’t you agree?”
     I frown.  “No.  I don’t.”
     She doesn’t respond, just continues smiling.  I stare at her long and hard, confused and frightened by what she must mean.  Eventually, the heat of the afternoon sun becomes too much to bear and we escape into the cool halls of the summer palace and nap for the afternoon.
     When I wake, life continues as always.  I get up and do Roxel’s bidding as I have done since the cradle.  Day in, day out, I do as my queen asks of me.  Often, I sit and think fondly of my childhood memories – of Twyla holding me, of rainstorms in my room, of the fleeting memory of my Aos Si parents.  I apply myself to my studies.  I flirt with the bean-sidhes in court.  I love Otherworld.  I love Tír na nÓg and the Summer palace.  But mostly, I love my queen and will do anything she asks of me.  
     When I am old enough – grown tall and strong, brave and honorable, a knight of the Summer Court – Roxel invites me to her chambers and asks of me something I’ve never done.  But I do it because I want to please the woman who has given me everything.
 
I come awake as if from a night of wine and merry-making.  I’m sluggish and I ache.  But it’s a good ache.  A good ache to accompany a troubled mind.  What strange dreams I’ve had.  
     I reach up and press my palm into my eye.  It comes away wet.  These dreams…these memories…Are they mine?  They felt real, exactly alike in form and certainty.  I know them on a familiar level all my own.  But how can that be?  In one, the boy knows himself as Timmy and in the other the boy knows himself as Tamrin, but both know of Jean.  This Bend of Leah’s is out of control.  Even I’m uncertain of where the line between me and Timmy is.
     Shivering, I draw Jean’s body tight against my own and bury my face in her hair, wanting to hide from how Timmy is slowly pressing into my mind, trying to possess me.
     And I realize this is not right.
     Not right at all.
     Jean is in my arms, just as I want her to be…But her skin and this familiar feeling of being spent and happy?
     Another dream?
     I push up on one arm.  Woods.  All around us woods, the early evening twilight breaking through the leaves above.  We’re in Carver Hall Park.  With a gentle moan, Jean shifts, turning against me so her flesh caresses mine and I know this is no dream.  I look down at her and then myself, a lump gathers in my throat, tightening all the way to my stomach making a knot of dread pull at my intestines.  Having Jean here is not a dream and neither was knowing her body.
     What have I done?
     What did we do?
     Confused, I cast about, searching for some indicator as to what might have driven me to break a vow I’d solemnly made to her.  She didn’t want this.  She wanted to wait.  It was a decision made on her faith…Something important to her.  
     I put my hand to my head, trying to calm my racing thoughts.  So why did I do it?  Why did she beg me to do it?  What changed her mind?  And why didn’t I demand to know these things before I so joyously partook in the breaking of her maidenhead?  I stare down at the blood on my thighs.  Where did my honor go?  
     I draw away from her, a sick feeling overlapping the elation at knowing I had her.  While what I remember tells me it was consensual and beautiful for both of us, something about the recollection is wrong…The memory is tainted with the aura of Aos Si Talent and the scent of Roxel…Mist…
     Roxel was here.  I can tell by the scent…Roses.
     Roses…
     Gasping, I cast about for my bag.  There.  I crawl to it and praying to everything I know, pull open the flap and look inside.  Still here.  The rose is here.  Inside the bag, there are more petals than ever before.  Concerned, I lift the rose and touch the remaining petals.  One breaks away, the breeze catching it so that it floats across the distance between me and Jeanette and lands in her hair.  As I slide back to her, reaching for the petal, another dream memory flashes before my mind’s eye.
 
Someone is dabbing at my forehead.  I open my eyes and squint, trying to see.
     “Honestly, he’s such a brute.  Look at my poor TimTam’s beautiful face.”
     I go still.  I know that name.  And I know that voice.  I bat the hand away and rub at my eyes until I see clearly.  I’m in a big room with random, odd columns.  There’s a huge golden chair sitting alone on a raised area at one end of the room and here, where I am, a massive bed surrounded with tapestries and draping bits of fabric.  There’s a pair of open glass doors beside me.  Hot humid air leaks in, making the potted roses on the balcony sway and leak their perfume over me.
     The Temptress is sitting beside me, and the other woman from the group of mounted riders stands behind her, holding a bowl of water.  I push myself up and stare back and forth between them.  They don’t look how I remember them.  There are weird markings that look like tattoos – on the face of the one with the bowl, on the bare leg of the Temptress…and both really do glow.
     “Who the hell are you people?” I ask, then realizing I don’t really care.  “What do you want with me?  How do you know my name?”
     Temptress smiles patiently.  “He’s a strong, smart boy.  This was a good pick, I think.”
     The other one nods.  “Yes, Milady.”
     Temptress sits back and puts the cloth she’d been using to dab at my forehead in the bowl of water.  “My name is Roxel.  This is Twyla.”
     I shake my head.  The room spins and my stomach churns.  “I don’t care.  Take me home.”
     She makes a false sad face.  “I can’t do that, TimTam Rhynn.  You’re mine now.”
     I scowl at her.  “Don’t call me that.  Only Jean calls me that.”
     She looks puzzled.  “Is that not your name?  The faeries tell me you answer to the name of TimTam.  And are you not the son of Rhynn?  The man who tends the forest and killed my stag?”
     I narrow my eyes at her.  How does she know this stuff?  “My name is Timothy Tamson Rhynn.”
     “Timothy?”  She wrinkles her nose and sticks her tongue out.  “I dislike that name.  I shall call you Tam.  Tam Rhynn.”  She daintily crosses her hands over her knees and gives a slight nod.  “Yes.  I like that.”  She glances over her shoulder and addresses the woman with the bowl.  “Let it be known.”
     Twyla, the bowl lady, bows and disappears from the room.
     “You can’t just change my name, lady.”
     “Oh,” she breathes, looking pleased.  “Look at you being courtly already.”
     I give her the whatever face Mom always yells at me for.
     She straightens and squares her shoulders.  “I shall tell you, Tam Rhynn my ward, I can do anything I like because I’m the queen.”
     I scoff.  “You?  A queen?  You can’t be queen, this is America.  We have a president.”
     “Nay, boy.  This is Tír na nÓg and I am the Summer Queen.  Here, I am law and what I say goes.”
     I’ve had just about enough of this.  I pull weird, softer-than-I’ve-ever-felt blankets off and slide away, intent on getting out of the bed.  “Whatever lady, I’ve got rights.  I want to go home.  Now.”
     “But Tam Rhynn,” she says lightly, standing and coming around the side of the bed quicker than is humanly possible and blocks my way.  “You are home.  You’re one of us now.”
 
Blinking back into the here and now, I gently pick the petal from Jean’s hair, my hand brushing her shoulder.  The things I saw in these dreams?  The experience of being kidnapped and taken away from Jean?  Of being made into someone new?  They are steps leading to a day when I awoke and no longer remembered why I had been heartsick in the first place.
     Jean shivers and curls in and around me.  Her lips move against my thigh.  “Timmy,” she whispers.
     Still holding the petal, I stroke her cheek.  “I’m here,” I whisper.  And I know it’s true.  I am here.     
     Self possession overcomes me.  Tamrin.  Tam Rhynn.  TimTam Rhynn.  Timothy Tamsin Rhynn.  That’s why Leah’s Bend is going all strange, I really am Timmy.  These memories prove it, show me the transformation between Timothy Rhynn to Tamrin.  I was stolen away from Jean.  I wanted to come home to her.  Something stopped me.  Something made me forget.  What?  I close my eyes against the forest around me and remember Roxel’s quiet grin that day at the loom.  What did she do to me?  She stole all my childhood memories, stole my love for Jean, she changed the way I look so I couldn’t recognize myself in the mirror.  She even altered my memories – exchanging the real ones with false ones so I would never question what she’d done.  
     She used that evil Bender power on me.  Used it to create the mist this afternoon.
     That mist…  I stare down at Jean.  The mist is a double edged sword.  While it didn’t force either of us into doing what we weren’t willing to do, it was still wrong.  Just as I know I did what I wanted, Jean will wake knowing she consented and enjoyed what she desired most.  Yet, without knowing of the mist, she will never understand why she gave up her vow to wait until marriage.  The bottom line is that Roxel’s mist forced me to cross Jean – to go back on a promise I made.  I’ve sullied her.  How I will ever make it up to her?
     Dread fills me.  
     By these memories, if Roxel went to such great lengths to keep me to herself in the first place, now that Jean’s back in my life, what is she willing to do to get me back?  I look around, already knowing the answer.  She did this.  She made me betray Jean’s trust.  What else will she do to make me hurt Jean?
     Knowing the truth of whom and what I am only makes my guilt worsen.  All I want is to give Jean the very best of everything, but I’ve only ever caused her pain.
     No more.  I have to fix this the best I can.
     I slide out of the shelter of Jean’s body and dress quietly, knowing what I need to do.  I watch Jeanette for a long, long time, making a memory of her face, her breathing, her beautiful heart.  Though I know she may not forgive me for what we’ve done –perhaps even blame me for seducing her, I hope she at least knows how much it meant to me.  I hope she understands just a fraction of how much I love her – how much I’ve always loved her.
     I kneel beside her and tuck my uniform jacket around her.  I don’t want to leave her alone out here – not again – but I’m afraid of picking her up and carrying her back to her father’s house.  I don’t want her waking up out of a dream and finding herself in a nightmare.
     Gently, I lean over and kiss her.  She murmurs and shifts in her sleep, her face peaceful and satisfied.  I hope she’s dreaming of something wonderful.  I pull the freshly fallen petal from my pocket and tuck it gently into her fist.  There’s a possibility she’ll crush it in her sleep, but I don’t care.  I want her to have this memory.  I want her to know what I now know – that I’m Timothy Rhynn and I came home to her – even if her crushing it means that I might forget.  Again.
     I gather my bag and tuck the rose back within.  It’s time to pay for my sins.
 
 



Chapter 39
 
Jeanette
 
     Tamrin is kissing me.  It’s a good kiss – hard and deep, a little tongue and lots of love.  I adore when he kisses me.  I like sharing his breath, feeling his heart against my chest, and having his body against mine.  It’s like we’re one step away from becoming one entity.
     He shifts, and his body rubs against mine, making me break away with a gasp.  As I throw my head back, he kisses my neck.
     I bury my fingers through his hair, burying my pale skin in the ebony of his mane.  I whisper his name, but the wrong one comes out.  “Timmy.”
     I freeze, mortified, as he looks up at me.
     “Omigosh,” I breathe, my face heating beyond terror.  “I’m so sorry.”
     Tamrin reaches up and folds a piece of my hair back behind my ear, smiles teasingly.  “For what?”
     “For calling you that.”
     He shrugs.  “Why be sorry for calling me by my name?  What else would you call me?”
     I blink at him, confused for a mere instant before I recognize a boy named Timmy in the mature features of a man named Tamrin.  Perhaps time or the hand of the faerie queen have turned his blue eyes grey, his dark brown hair black, and his pale skin sun-kissed gold.  But the underlying structure is still there.  The intent gaze, the lopsided one-dimple smirk, the high cheekbones and square jaw.  Tamrin is Timmy.  I know it now, and perhaps I always have.
 
Twip twip twip.
     Moaning, I roll over.  It’s so hard, lumpy.
     Twip twip.
     Geez, what an obnoxious bird.  I cover my ears and curl into a ball, but a dull pain pulls between my legs.  Generally annoyed, I decide it must be time to wake up.  So I do.  Into almost darkness.
     I’m naked and alone on the forest floor.  Confused, I look around.  “Hello?”  I call.  Frightened, I stand, the pain pulls again.  I look down and blink.  Do I have my period?  No, it’s not due for another two weeks.
     A breeze skitters over the leaves.  Shivering, I pull my coat tight around me and take a shuttering breath.  Tamrin’s scent fills my nose.  Instantly calming, instantly warming in my stomach.  And then, with a huge sweaty blush, I remember and go jelly legged.  I fall back on my butt.
     I touch my face, slap it.  This is real.  I’m real, the reality of what we did is real.  The pieces fall rapidly into place.  I thought I saw Timmy.  I went into the park.  Tamrin was there, only – in my mind, he’s now Timmy and I can’t shake that certainty.  
     I wanted him.  I’ve always wanted him, but I always found a reason to say no.  This time, I didn’t.  
     I bite my lips.  Holy crap, I practically seduced him!  I made him make love to me.  I begged and pleaded and he tried to say no.  But I was evil and I teased him until he eventually grew too weak and gave in.  That was bad of me, to exploit his desire for me like that.
     Is it?  Did I really?  If he wanted it in the first place then it’s not bad, right?
     I rub my too hot ears.  What is bad is what I’ve done.  I’ve committed a sin.  I’ve broken a vow to myself and to God.  Why would I do that?  I don’t understand.  How can all that suddenly not matter to me?  Do I love him that much?
     And who is it I love?  Tim or Tam?  I don’t know, they’re one and the same.  And that’s even more frightening.  I need to talk to Tamrin.  We have to figure out what’s going on.  Is he really Timmy or is this wishful thinking?  Talk about having one’s cake and eating it, too.  Maybe the Bend is going bad?  
     But the Timmy thing isn’t the only thing we have to talk about.  I have to talk to him about what we did with each other.  I have to know if he feels about me like I feel about him.  
     I love Tamrin.  If he really is Timmy, then I always have.  Can it be such a terrible sin if it’s not the icy twist of lust but the fire of love?  This wasn’t some one-night stand.  That doesn’t matter, it was still a sin.  I glance around, looking for my absent lover.  
     Forcing myself back onto shaking legs, I call, “Tam?  Tamrin?!”
     Nothing.  At least, I hope it’s not a one-night stand.
     I clutch at the cross around my neck.  “God.  Please God, I know I’m totally not a good person and I gave in to temptation, but please don’t take him away from me.  Please don’t punish me.”
     I look all around.  Where is he?
     I call again and again.  Still nothing and no sign he was ever here.  Except…I bend and pull a small red petal from where the wind blew it into the hollow of a tree.  I put it to my lips and I’m struck again with the absolute certainty that Timmy is indeed Tamrin.  “Timmy,” I whisper.  “Come back to me.”
 
 



Chapter 40
 
Twyla
 
     Tamrin is a storm.  I’ve always thought so, ever since the first day I saw him, scowling at Roxel, daring her to pick him up and carry him away.
     She took that challenge and met it tenfold.  She weathered that storm in his eyes, eventually broke him.  But everyone knows that throwing the wind back into the sea only makes it stronger.  I’ve always known that when he discovered what she’s done to him, his storm would be a tempest like none to grace the eyes of the Aos Si since God’s wrath fell upon our ancestors and we all nearly drowned in the flood.
     Tamrin will not give her forty days.
     Tamrin will kill her outright.
     And then I shall finally be rid of my mistress.
     So, as he comes – thunder and lightning through the faerie Court of Summer – I grin to myself with glee.  Roxel’s whole plan has backfired.  She meant to win his affection by making him conquer his human lover, but he possesses the rose…He must know by now he was fated to take that girl long ago.
     I could almost giggle.
     “Why, Tamrin,” Roxel purrs from where she sits, one leg slung over her throne and a careless finger twirling her hair.  “What could possibly bring you back so soon?”
     Tamrin swallows hard, his face impassable as he glances around the faerie court.  “You know exactly why I’m here, Roxi.”  He uses her pet name in public, a slap, but the tone is low and hurt.  “Why did you do that?”  Vulnerability blinks behind the grey storm in his eyes.  He’s wavering and uncertain.
     I frown.  This isn’t what I wanted.  I didn’t want him to break again.  Love makes the heart too soft.
     Roxel smiles to herself as she picks at the ends of her hair.  “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Tamrin.  I only gave you what you wanted.  Now that you’ve gotten what you desire, you can come home and be with me.”  She says this in the most cutesy, disgusting way imaginable.
     I resist the urge to make a gagging gesture with my finger.
     Tamrin’s brows crimp.  “That’s not what I wanted.”
     “No?”  Roxel asks.  “Sure looked like you were enjoying yourself.”
     Tamrin reaches into his satchel and pulls out the rose.  He throws it to the ground.  Unless you’re me and know Roxel inside and out, you wouldn’t be able to catch the little flash of surprise in her eyes.  “Here,” Tamrin growls, “is this what you want?  You can have it; you can punish me all you want for damaging it, just leave Jean out of this!”
     Roxel’s eyes shift from the rose to Tamrin’s face.  For a long moment, she stares at him and then pouts and makes a show of examining her nails.  “I watched, you know.  I wanted to see what was so great about this boring little human that she’d distract you from your duties.  I still don’t understand.”  She looks up at him, this time genuine hurt in her expression.  “Why don’t you make love to me like that, Tam?”
     Tamrin straightens and lifts his chin, the winds of the storm churning high and hateful.  And even though the words cut, he says them gently, like how Roxel speaks to sacrificial animals and tithes before slitting their throats.  “Because I don’t love you, Roxel.  I never have.  Nothing you do will ever make me hate you less than I do right now.”
     I turn away and bury my face in the tapestry to keep her from seeing and hearing my laugh.  Roxel doesn’t notice.  She’s too busy calling the guards to seize her ungrateful lover.
 
 



Chapter 41
 
Tamrin
 
     Of all the prisons in the world, the garden is perhaps the most fitting for me.  It has, after all, been my prison all these years anyway.  I suppose Roxel finds it satisfying to return me here – like sending me to my room for foul behavior.  But the garden, with its endless summer enchantment and secretive evergreen walls, is not where I belong.  I belong with Jean.
     Of course, that’s not to be.  Roxel will not have it.  I am bound here, held in by invisible walls so I cannot go to my lover and soon, I will be folded into death – forever unable to see her.
     No matter.
     Jean will come in search of me.  I will see her one last time.
     At least, that’s what I tell myself.  But truly?  I’m uncertain.  She could hate me.  She could have woken to find me gone, to discover what we’d done, and vowed to scratch out my eyes if I ever came near again.
     But still.  I hope.  I pray.  And I pine for the girl who owns my heart.
 



Chapter 42
 
Jeanette
 
     Dad pulls up to the convention center and puts the car in park.  Then he glances at me and smiles.  It’s a forced smile, one of those smiles that people paste on for you when they’re trying to be as upbeat and happy as they can in the hopes that it’s catching and suddenly you’ll be grinning like an idiot.  It’s not working.  It’s been a week since Tamrin left me and it feels like I’ll never smile again.
     “Do you have everything?” he asks.
     I shrug.  AniCon should be something I care about.  But I can’t seem to muster the kind of excitement I normally feel.  Honestly, I didn’t even want to come.  If it weren’t for the fact that Dad practically dragged me out of bed, I probably wouldn’t have.
     I stand on the curb, waiting for him to get my bag out of the trunk.  When he sets it down beside me, he straightens and stares at me.  “It’s gonna be okay, honey.”
     I look away from him so I don’t start crying.  So far, I’ve managed to hold off the sobbing breakdown.
     Dad seems a little uneasy as he says, “I know it must feel like this is some kind of punishment – losing all the people we care about.  But He has a plan.”
     I bite the inside of my lip.  I know God’s plan.  My losing Tamrin is punishment for my sin.  I deserve it.  I’m horrible.  Horrible because I did it and horrible because – except for knowing I sinned and hating that – I don’t regret it.  
     Dad’s hand on my arm draws my attention back to him.  He rubs it, as if I’m cold to the touch.  “Try and have some fun?”
     I nod.
     Smiling again, this time less forcefully, he leans forward and kisses me on the forehead.  “I love you, kiddo.”
     “I love you too, Dad.”
     He pulls away and gets back in the minivan.  I wait for him to disappear before pulling out my cell and checking the text that Emily sent me earlier.
     MOM GOT US ALL CHECKED IN.  WE’RE IN 3031!
     Sighing, I drag my bag into the hotel adjacent to the convention center.  I wriggle into an elevator filled with a bunch of Trolls from Homestuck and stare at myself in the mirrored wall as the elevator pings up.  I look like ass.  
     Is this what Bella Swan from Twilight looked like after Edward left her?  Ugh, I do not want to end up living the next few months as fading diary entries.  But how?  How do you not end up like Bella when it literally feels like your heart has been torn out of your body?  When you’ve lost the love of your life not once but twice and managed to commit a mortal sin in the process?  At least Bella and Edward never had sex until they were married.
     I slam my forehead against the side of the elevator.
     “Um,” a girl – cosplaying as Kanaya, if the Virgo sign on her shirt is any indication – leans in close, “are you okay?”
     I force a smile.  “Super duper.”  Then, to change the subject: “Hey do you have a program?”
     Kanaya riffles through a messenger bag with a Cthulhu patch on the front, then hands me a pocket program.  “Keep it.”  The elevator opens and all six grey-skinned, candy-corn-horned Trolls file out, leaving me to skim over the contents of the program for the next three floors and my walk down what feels like an inter-dimensional corridor.
     When I knock on the door, a half naked, half made up Emily opens the door.  “Omigod, I’m so glad you’re here!”  She leaps at me, choke hugging me and practically suffocating me with her wig.  Then she drags me into the room, still talking.  “I wasn’t sure you were gonna make it since you’ve been out sick for the past few days.  I called, but you never called me back.”
     I look away, ashamed of myself.  “Sorry.”
     Em pulls her lip-sticked bottom lip into her mouth and sucks on it for a minute, her eyes big and intent.  Worried.  I hate to make her worry.  I give myself a mental kick in the ass and find something else to talk about.  “This costume came out great!”
     Her worried expression dissolves and she does a little spin, showing off her Saitohimea cosplay.  “I know!  I told you this tulle would work.”
     “And I did the dye job on the wig.”
     I whip around to find Amber sitting on the bed, brushing a blond wig.  “Amber?” I gasp.  “I thought you had a meet?”
     She smiles.  “I skipped it.”
     “But-”
     Her broad shoulders hike up and she cants her head to the side.  “I thought this was more important.  Besides,” she lifts up the end of her skirt – she’s wearing Emily’s Le Portrait de Petit Cosette costume from last year, “this is majorly adorable.”
     I glance back and forth between them for a second and then it clicks.  This is an intervention.  I haven’t told them about Tamrin disappearing, but I’m willing to bet one or both of them tag-teamed my Dad after I didn’t return their calls.  Why was I worried about being Bella when I have friends like these two?  They’d never let me waste away.  And I’ve been such a jerk, ignoring them all this last week.  The tears prickle my eyes, threatening to fall again.  I wipe at them with my fist.  “Thanks guys.”
     Em’s fingers slide under mine, pulling my bag away from me.  “Let’s get you dressed.”
 
Two hours later I’m battling crooked panty hose and uncooperative fake eyelashes as we walk down the bustling aisles of the merch room.  To both sides of me vendors from across the United States have set up their wares.  Art, manga and video booths, tee shirts, banners and figurines, Japanese snacks and drinks, a sushi booth, someone selling creature-shaped hats.  Em and I stop to buy Ramune while Amber picks over the selection in a used book stall.
     As we lean against the wall, Em takes a swig of her lychee flavored drink, making the marble clatter in the neck.  “You think we should buy fangs?”  She points to a custom fang guy across the way.
     I point up to the Arda booth ahead of us.  “I still need hair for my Moka costume.”
     “You don’t need pink hair.  Yours is red, it’s good enough.”
     I shake my head.  “That’s not cannon.  It’s wig or no Rosario +Vampire at all.”
     She giggles at me.  “Okay, okay. As soon as the book worm is done we can go.”
     “Hey!”  Amber says, popping up from beyond a stack of milk crates.  “I heard that.”
     “Good,” Em says over her shoulder.  She scratches her head.  “God, this thing is heavy and sweaty.”
     I give her a sympathetic look.  I know how heavy wigs can be.  Thankfully I’ve just got a crap load of jell in my hair because I’m the red-headed Keena Soga from Demon King Daimao today.  Which, come to think of it, isn’t a very appropriate costume for me to be wearing.  Some anime was made entirely for male viewers.  But I guess I didn’t really notice how bad fan service was until I committed carnal sin and became hyperaware of my own sexuality.
     Em turns around and addresses Amber.  “We’re gonna sit down.”
     “Okay,” Amber responds, voice muffled from behind the crates.
     “C’mon.”  Em leads me toward the food court.  We get stopped twice for pictures, once for a hug from a fellow fan, and three more times by other people guessing who Em is – hers is the more flashy costume.  Finally, we plop down near a group of boys playing Cards Against Humanity and Em pulls her wig off.  She looks funny with the skull cap and that pretty dress.
     “Ug, I’m exhausted already,” she moans.  “Do I have bags?” She pulls at the skin under her eyes.  “I can’t have bags.  Jason Hollens is doing a signing in less than an hour.”
     I roll my eyes.  Jason Hollens is the voice actor for at least half of the uber hot sexy guys on Em’s imaginary men to-do list. “You look fine.”
     “Do you think if I ask him to say, ‘Emily, you’re the moon to my stars,’ he’ll do it for me?”
     I smirk at her.  “Only if he’s Khal Drogo.”
     She giggles and then gets distracted by a steampunk version of Naruto walking hand in hand with a girl in a Mokona hat.  Eyes still on the couple, she says, “Hey, Nett?”
     “Uh huh?”
     “Are you okay?”  
     I give her a sideways glance, which prompts her into continuing.  “You didn’t come to church on Sunday, which isn’t like you.  You haven’t been in school all week.  And when I called your dad, well, he said that Tamrin had disappeared.”
     I stare at my shoes, wishing I could be like Keena Soga and turn invisible at will.  It’s only fair that I explain myself.  But, I don’t know how much to explain.  I press my hands together and clamp them between my knees.  “Em, I have something to tell you…”
     “Okay,” she says, eyes intent on me.
     I wait for a long moment, long enough for Em to feel like she needs to take a sip of her Ramune.  I close my eyes and just say it.  “I slept with Tam.”
     She chokes and then spits Ramune soda across the table.  I pat her back as she wheezes, but she grabs my hand, her eyes huge.  “You what?” she practically screams.
     The heat of my blush makes me feel like I’m going to melt.  The Adventure Time people across the way are staring at us.  I avoid their gazes by looking down at the pink and blue wig in her lap, at the tiny pearl and gemstone halo that I helped her make during our lunches.  It had been Tamrin’s idea to use the wire, after seeing a picture.  
     Tamrin…
     “Nett.” Em’s hand squeezes mine.  “Netti.”
     “Yeah.” I look up at her.  Her eyes are big and concerned again.  It’s weird seeing her with those red colored contacts.  
     “Are you serious?”
     I frown at her.  “Why would I lie about something like that?”
     “I don’t know,” she says, pulling her hand away.  “It’s just.  That’s not like you.”
     Ashamed of myself I look away.  “I know.”
     Another moment passes.  “He didn’t, like, force you or anything?”
     “God, no!”  I yelp.  The idea of Tamrin forcing me to do anything is laughable.  “It was…it was consensual.  Spur of the moment, but I wanted it.  I just…forgot the consequences.”
     Emily looks confused.  “Consequences?”
     I lift a brow, not particularly surprised because none of my friends are as devout as I am.  “Sin?”
     “Oh, right.”  She nods.  “Is that why you didn’t come to church?”
     I nod.  “I’m so horrible, Em.  I couldn’t go in there.  I’d probably be struck by lightning.”
     “Whoa, whoa, back up and wait a second,” Em says.  “What are you talking about?  You wouldn’t get hit with lightning.  You’re a good person.”
     I shake my head, the tears finally bursting free.  “I’m not.  I’m terrible.  I’m horrible.  It’s my fault we did it, Em.  It’s my fault! I convinced him to – seduced him!  And now, and now,” my voice hiccups and I break down in sobs, “he’s gone!”
     Emily reaches out and pulls me against her, holding me tight and letting me cry mascara all over her lovely Saitohimea décolletage.  “Shhh, shhh.  It’s okay.  It’s going to be okay.”
     But it’s not.  Nothing is going to be okay.
 
 



Chapter 43
 
Jeanette
 
     I wake to Amber shaking me.  “What?”



     She shushes me, motioning at Emily asleep in the other bed then gestures for me to get out of bed.  I do as she indicates, dressing in yesterday’s jeans and tee-shirt, putting on my coat when she hands it to me, and trudging after her as she drags me out of the room.  At the elevator, I rub my eyes and mutter at her, “What’s going on?”
     “It’s a surprise,” Amber says, but her voice isn’t the normal bubbly thing I know and love.  For once, she looks serious.
     “Amber, I-”
     “Just trust me, okay?” she says.  “Let me try this and then you can yell at me.”
     Sighing, I follow her as she gets in the elevator.  She walks us out of the hotel and onto the quiet streets.  We walk for maybe fifteen minutes before she comes to a stop at a large church on a corner.  I’ve never been here.  It’s not my church or the chapel at school.  “What are we doing here?”
     Amber takes a deep breath then sits on the steps.  She pats the granite beside her and I sit, letting the cold seep into my butt.
     For a long moment, she’s quiet, staring across the street at a pawn shop that is closed in these early morning hours.  Despite being cold, it’s nice just sitting with Amber.  It’s been so long since we hung out, just her and me.  “I’m glad you came,” I say.
     “Me, too.  Though, I wish Celeste had wanted to come.”
     I wrinkle my nose.  “I don’t.”
     She tips her head.  “What’s going on with you two anyway?”
     I shrug.  “Dunno.  It’s like she can only be negative with me.”
     Amber bobs her head.  “She’s jealous of you.”
     I snort.
     “You don’t believe me?”
     “There’s nothing to be jealous of,” I reason.
     Smirking, she shakes her head.  “See, that’s just one of the many reasons I love you.”
     I squint at her, confused.
     She explains.  “You’re so humble.  You don’t realize all the wonderful things about you and your life.”  She taps her jaw.  “I don’t know, maybe that’s why Celeste is being such a brat lately.  Because you’re perfect and she’s not.”
     “I am not perfect.”
     “To her you are.”  She lifts her chin and meets my eyes.  “You’re pretty, smart, funny.  Your dad cares about you.  Your friends care about you.  You’re not afraid to be who you are, to believe what you do despite what others think, and you’re confident.  Celeste has none of that and, trust me, when I say she wishes she does and she gets mad at you because you don’t acknowledge that you’ve got it.”
     I frown.  “I didn’t know she felt that way.”
     She narrows an eye.  “She’s not exactly good at expressing how she feels.  It took me a while to figure her out.  But really?  She just needs a friend.  She needs someone who makes her feel important – so she can have that little bit of confidence she craves.”
     I stare at my knees.  “I’m guessing I’m not that person.”
     “No,” she says.  “Probably not right now.  Maybe one day she’ll be able to deal with having someone she feels is better than her as a friend, but right now not so much.”
     I hug my knees.  “I understand.”  But still…To leave her alone?  When she’s feeling like that?  I don’t think I can.
     “And I know what you’re thinking,” Amber says.  “And don’t worry about it.  I’ll be there for her when she needs someone.  Just as long as you understand that I’ll always be your friend – no matter what.”
     Smiling, I shake my head.  “It’s amazing how you do that.  I swear you’re telepathic.”
     “Not telepathic, empathic,” she corrects.  “Which brings me to why I brought you out here.”
     I cock my head, waiting as she stares at me for a long moment.
     “Tell me about Christ,” she eventually says.
     “What?” I say, laughing.  “Way to change the subject.”
     She turns her head and fixes me with those hazel eyes of hers, she’s serious again.  “Tell me about Christ.”
     Confused, I shake my head.  “Why?  You only go to Mary Magda because your parents make you. You’ve said you’re not religious.”
     “But you are,” she says pointedly.  “You have faith, don’t you?”
     “Yeah.”  I don’t understand what she’s getting at.  “There’s nothing wrong with that, is there?  I mean, people who don’t believe the same things can be friends right?”
     “Of course, silly.”  She looks away again.  “That’s not what I mean.  I mean…your faith.  That’s something I envy you for.  That you can believe so strongly in something that science can’t prove.”
     I bite the inside of my lip.  She shouldn’t envy me.  I’m a terrible Catholic.
     “I think you’re very brave to believe like you do.  I can’t do it.  So, it upsets me to see you in this kind of crisis of faith, Nett.”
     Crisis of faith?  Is that what I’m having?  “I’m not sure if that’s what’s really going on…there are other things I haven’t told you.”
     She nods.  “I know.”
     I’m not sure if she means that Emily told her about what I did with Tamrin or if she’s aware that there are simply other things at play.  “Then…”
     “Then tell me about Christ,” she prompts for a third time.
     This is a strange conversation for any set of teenaged girls who don’t really have the same faith.  I still don’t get why she’s asking.  Sighing, I say, “What about Christ do you want to know?”
     “Who is he?”
     What a weird question.  Doesn’t everyone know this?  People who aren’t even Christians?  “The son of God.”
     She nods.  “And what happened to him?”
     I give her a strange look.  “He was crucified.”
     She bobs her head.  “Why?”
     “Well, according to Christian faith, Jesus died for our sins.”  And then it hits me, that thing I’ve been overlooking, and I blink at her.  “Oh.”
     Amber glances sideways at me and her lips quirk, her good humor returning.  “There you go.  I may not believe in any of this stuff, but I do know it.  You kind of have to learn it in a Catholic school.  So, seems to me that someone with faith shouldn’t forget that little tid-bit of information.”
     She’s right.  I had let my guilt and fear swallow me and I lost sight of the basis of my faith.  In Catholicism, we are taught Jesus died for our sins, that God is forgiving, that I need only repent and live a good life and salvation is available to me.  I’d forgotten that.  So, yeah, I guess I was having a crisis of faith.
     Amber’s voice is quiet as she says.  “I don’t know why Tamrin left you, Nett, and I can’t do anything about it.  You’ll have to deal with that heartache on your own.  But this?  This is something I knew I could do for you, even without really being a believer myself.”
     Smiling, I lean over and drag her into a hug.  “Thanks.”
     She pats my back and pulls me away, her eyes bright.  “So, I hear the minister here keeps really wacky hours.  Maybe the confessional is open?”
     Nodding, I get to my feet.  Confession, communion, repentance, redemption.  In this way, I cannot heal my broken heart, but I can deal with what I’ve done.
 



Chapter 44
 
Jeanette
 
     I lean close to the bathroom mirror and poke at the bags under my eyes.  I haven’t been sleeping well in the almost month and a half since Tamrin left.  While I’ve come to terms with my sin, I can’t get Tam off of my mind.  Even at AniCon, all I could do was think of him and wish that he could see it…Or at least be there when I got home so I could tell him how awesome it was and thank him for getting Dad to let me go.
     “So he said, ‘I will if you do!’” Celeste screeches.  She and Amber break into giggles.
     “So you did it, right?”  Amber asks, gasping.
     Celeste rolls her eyes.  “Obviously.”
     Amber grips my arm.  “Isn’t that scandalous!”
     I shrug, pulling away from her as I do so.  “Yeah, whatever…I guess.”  Celeste hooking up with someone else’s boyfriend at a party isn’t exactly praise-worthy.
     “Yeah, whatever?”  Celeste repeats with disgusts.  “Geez, Netti, just because your boyfriend screwed you and dumped you is no reason to get all PMSy on the rest of us.”  With a disgusted sigh she turns and starts leaving the bathroom.  “C’mon, Amber.”
     Face hot, I dig for my cell in my purse.  I don’t even realize Amber’s still in the bathroom until she grips my shoulder.  I glance up at her, distracted.     
     “She’s just jealous, Nett.”  
     I force a smile, though I think it’s more of a grimace.
     “So…I was trying to convince her to meet up with you and me for hot chocolate after school.  I think you two should maybe talk about some stuff…She told me something that I think you’ll want to hear.”
     Distracted, I nod, just trying to end the conversation so I can go back to rummaging through my purse for my phone.
     She smiles, though it’s sad.  “Kay.”  She pulls me into a big bear hug.  “I’m glad we’re finally going to work this all out.”  Then she slips out of the room.
     The toilet flushes and Emily comes out of the stall behind me.  She glances at the door.  “Wonder what terrible confession Celeste has for you.”
     I shrug as Em washes her hands, I don’t want to talk about Celeste’s problems right now.  I’ve got my own…Celeste telling me not to get PMSy reminded me of something.    I find the phone, pull up my calendar app and start mashing buttons, getting more and more alarmed as I go.  
     Em eyes me as she dries her hands.  “Are you okay?”
     I find the marked day, add up the days – no, weeks – since in my head, and then I drop my phone with a clatter.  “Omigod, Em,” I whisper.
     Her voice is ominously worried.  “What?”
     “I’m late…Like really late.”  How do you not notice you’ve missed your period for almost a month?  Goes to show how out of sorts I’ve been.
     She grimaces.  “Like you need to go to class late?” she offers, trying to stave off the inevitable thing she already gets.
     Suddenly feeling dizzy, I squat on the floor and hold my knees.  “Holy crap, what am I going to do?” I whimper.  “What am I gonna tell Dad?”
     She squats in front of me.  “Maybe he won’t notice?”
     I scowl at her.  “Geez, Em, I might be pregnant!  How the heck does someone miss that?”
     “Okay,” Em says, putting her hands on my knees.  “Okay.  Let’s stay calm.”
     I start breathing fast, taking the hundred meter dash to the hyperventilation line.  “I feel sick.”
     “Like morning sickness?  ‘Cause this is afternoon and I’m not sure-”
     “No, Em!” I growl.  “Like I might be pregnant and in school and my Dad’s gonna kill me and…and…Crap, Tam’s already abandoned me and he doesn’t even know I’m pregnant!”  My face goes molten lava and tears begin to fall.  
     “It’s Tamrin’s?  You’re sure?”
     “Of course I’m sure!” I howl.
     “Didn’t you like, use protection or something?”
     I cover my face, embarrassed and ashamed.  Many Catholics choose not to use protection, but I would have…For exactly this reason.  “It was so spur of the moment.  I didn’t even think about it.”  I wasn’t thinking about anything except sex that afternoon, otherwise I probably could have avoided it.  I feel like losing Tam is lesson and punishment enough.
     But this?
     I shake my head, disappointed in everything.  “What am I going to do?  I can’t even get married and try to fudge this to make it look halfway politically correct.  And–and,” I hiccup.  “I can’t do this.  I’m not ready.  I’ll barely be eighteen!”
     Em reaches out and grabs my shoulders, stopping me from shaking my head.  “Look at me, Nett.”
     I try, through the tears and runny nose, I try.
     She takes a deep breath.  “You do have other options.”
     “You mean…”  Abortion?  Horrified, I shake my head.  “I-I can’t do that.  I just.  I can’t.  No.”  I shake my head harder.  Tamrin may have left me, but it’s still his baby and that’s important because I love him even if he doesn’t love me.  Plus, it’s evil isn’t it?  I mean, killing an unborn baby?  God’s gift of life?  I’ve already sinned enough for my taste.  “No.”
     “Okay.  Okay, if that’s your choice, I’ll respect it.   We’ll just have to work through it then.”  She pulls me close and hugs me tight.  “You’re gonna be okay, Nett.  I’m here for you.”
 
 



Chapter 45
 
Jeanette
 
     Everything feels all wrong and stiff as I walk into Carver Hall Park.  I reach down and trace the outline of the little plastic wand in my purse.  
     Yesterday after school, we cancelled the hot chocolate pow-wow with Celeste and Amber drove Emily and me to the drug store to get The Test instead.  With both of them cheering me on from beyond the bathroom door, I did what the instructions told me to do and waited.  It only told me what I already suspected, but I double checked at the crack of dawn this morning because I couldn’t sleep.
     I am pregnant.
     I tighten my grip on the wand and trudge through the cold morning mist.
     I don’t know why Tamrin left like he did – without even taking his stuff from my house or undoing the Bend he had on Dad (so now Dad thinks he ran away), or even saying goodbye or breaking up with me…Not that we were official or anything.   All I know is he left a hole the size of Mount Everest in my life and a baby in my belly.  I touch my stomach even though the Google research I’ve done says I won’t feel anything yet.  
     I square my jaw and keep walking.  Tamrin should at least know – that’s what Em said when, at the suggestion that I tell him, I told her I was most definitely not going to hound him like some kind of lovesick groupie.  But, she’s right.  He doesn’t have to stick around, but he does have to know.  This is our baby and we need to talk anyway.  I was holding this trip into the woods back, too scared to find out the truth of why he left me alone that day, but now…Now, the baby comes first.
     I continue.  On and on and on.  I don’t know where the rose garden is, and most of me believes I won’t find it.  It’s protected by magic isn’t it?  Me finding it in the first place was probably a one in a billion chance.
     As I keep going, I call for him.  “Tamrin!  Tam!  I need to talk to you!  Please Tam, I just want to talk!”  On and on, until sweat leaks through my sweater.  Until I’m panting.  Until I’m running and screaming, tearing through thorns and underbrush.  Until I trip over a root, stumble through two dense-growing pines, and fall on my face.  I don’t have the strength to get up.  I just lay there and cry and cry and call for Tamrin like a little lost child.
     It’s then that he comes.
     He drops from one of the branches above me, landing so close that all he has to do is reach out and I’m folded back into the warmth and strength of his arms.  I grab him, holding him closer, until his scent and breath are mine – insisting he’s not a dream and he can’t escape me again.
     He doesn’t try.  He crouches around me, holding me, face buried in my hair.  I feel his tears and his shaking, I sense the fear in his voice.  “Jean.  My Jean.”  Steamy breath accompanies those words and he lifts his head to kiss my neck and my jaw and my cheek, melting the cold off of me.  “I love you.” Then he’s kissing my lips.  Strong, hot, sad.  He’s holding my face and kissing me and I think it’s going to be okay again.
     But I still have to know.
     Reluctantly, I pull away, breaking the kiss but not the embrace.  I’m hurt, but I can’t find the strength to deny him touch.  I search his eyes, they’re so full.  “Then why?” I ask.
     He looks down, his fingers curling in my hair.  “It’s difficult to explain.”
     I reach up and still his fingers.  “Try Tam.  I need an explanation.”
     Tamrin’s brow creases as if he’s in pain.  “I thought you’d be cross with me because I broke my promise.”
     A desperate laugh escapes me.  “Is that all?  Geez, Tam, of all the idiotic-”
     “That’s not all,” he interjects, looking back up at me.  “Roxel was the one who caused it.  I was afraid she’d hurt you.  So, I left.  I took the rose and gave it to her, let her see what had become of it.”
     I swallow, knowing full well that admitting he’d let the rose be destroyed had once terrified Tamrin.  Roxel terrified him.  “What happened?”
     He glances over his shoulder, his expression mournful.  From beyond his shoulder I see the rose garden.  He’s torn up the other roses and they’re all lying there, dying.  So, they weren’t all magical roses after all.  “I’m bound to the garden until Halloween.”
     “Okaaay,” I say.  That doesn’t sound so bad, but there’s a ‘but’ in his tone.
     “And then, she’s going to sacrifice me as the next tithe to Hell.”
     A chirping sort of noise escapes me as everything inside clenches tight, like a mass exhale after being punched in the gut.  Sacrifice?  Tithe to Hell?  Well, I guess not all the faerie stories are made up after all.
     He stares at the ground.  “She’s not pleased with me.”
     “No,” I gasp.  “No!”  I sit up, alarmed.  “S-she can’t do that!  I won’t let her!”  My mind and body race with acid-adrenaline, the thought of losing Tamrin making my skin feel all crawly.
     Tam reaches out and grabs my shoulders, pulling me close.  “I don’t think there’s anything we can do.  Listen to me, Jean.  Every seven years, the Summer Court must make a blood sacrifice to Hell.  It’s meant to keep the Hunter from coming and taking us at will.  I don’t understand the whole of it.  I just know an adequate sacrifice must be made to keep the Aos Si out of Hell.  I think she means me to be that sacrifice.  I think I might have been that sacrifice all along.”  He shakes his head.  “Trust me, I can’t think of a way to assuage her, not after what I said to her.”
     “What did you say?”  I demand.
     His eyes slide sideways, finding my face.  “That I didn’t love her.”
     I close my mouth, swallow.  His expression is intense and wonderful.
     “I can’t go back on that, Jean.  I don’t love her.  I love you.  I always have and I always will.  From the moment I chased you with that stupid stick I loved you.”
     I close my eyes.  “It was a dagger.”
     “No,” he says.  “It was a stick.”
     It’s true then.  It’s not just wishful thinking.  Tamrin is Timmy.  I’ve been so certain of it since that afternoon, but I’ve second guessed myself so many times in the days since.  But it’s so obvious now.  How could I have not seen it?  How could I have not recognized him from the moment I saw him?  Geez, humans are so dense.  I lift my hand and press it to my mouth, more tears coming.
     I feel his fingers brushing the tears away.  “Please don’t cry, Jean.”
     I continue sobbing.  “How?”  It comes out in a sort of high pitched mewl.
     His breath escapes him in a heavy sigh.  “They abducted me that night we went into the woods.  I guess she’d been planning it for a while.  She knew my father was the grounds keeper and knew my name and stuff.  They took me to Otherworld.  Tried to make me one of them.  I tried to fight them – I swear I did, Jean.  I wanted to go home.  I wanted to go back to you.  I felt awful about leaving you in here hurt and alone.  But Roxel did something…She used her powers – bent me.  She fed me falsities.  She made me forget.  I forgot so deeply that when I saw you again I didn’t even recognize you.”
     His fingers lace through my hair and he pulls me close, pressing my forehead against his chest.  “I almost killed you because of her.  And then this thing that she did between us?  Making me break my oath to you?  Making you forget your promise of virtue?”  I feel his head shake against mine and his body shake with rage.  “I want to kill her.”
     I reach out and grab hold of his shirt.  He’s dressed like some kind of medieval lord again.  “But she’s killing you,” I whisper, looking up.  “We have to stop her, Tam.  I’m not letting her take you from me again.”
     He gives me a pained expression and his lips part to retort, but I grab his hand and shove it against my stomach.  “I’m pregnant.”  And just like that, it’s out.  I had thought of so many more graceful, sensible ways to tell him.
     Tam’s eyes pop wide.  Shock.  Wonder.  He stares at my stomach, a big dumb grin spreading across his face.  It’s beautiful.  And then his eyes turn uncertain.  “I don’t know what to say.”
     “Say what you feel.”  Though, I already know he’s happy.
     “This pleases me,” he admits, unable to contain his smile.  “But…What about you?  You’re young.”
     I nod.
     “And you want to go to school,” he adds.  “College.”
     I bite my lip.  I haven’t gotten that far in thinking.  Adjusting my life around another one entirely is going to take some time to come to terms with.  “I’m keeping it,” I proclaim.  I look into his eyes.  “I want it.  And I still want to go to college.  And…I want you.  But if you don’t want to stick around, I understand, I-”
     Tamrin grabs my face and pulls me close.  “Shut up, Jean.  Don’t even say stuff like that.  You know I want to be with you.  Forever.  It’s just…”
     “Forever?”  I yelp, looking up at him again.  “Like, married?”
     His crooked smirk tugs at his lips.  “In my heart we’re already married.”
     I shake my head.  “Marriage has to be done legally, you know that.”
     He shrugs noncommittally.  “The person I was knows that.  The person I am isn’t sure.  Things are done differently in Otherworld.”
     I stick out my chin.  “Like how?”
     His eyes tune out slightly, as if he’s seeing something in his mind.  “When Aos Si find their Mates, they simply complete the bond in a physical and mental way.  It’s as simple as dedicating yourself to them forever.  And Aos Si Mates never part.”
     That’s actually a really lofty and sweet idea, something that humans seem almost entirely incapable of.  Much as I want to believe that marriage is sacred and divorce is wrong, I’m an American and I’m not blind.  “And that works?”
     He smiles.  “If they are truly soul mates, then yes.”  At my uncertain expression, he adds, “But you’re right.  We’re humans; we should do things like humans do.  So,” he shifts slightly, so he’s on his knees.  From inside one of his pockets, he pulls out a green ribbon.  It’s wrinkled and faded and frayed at the ends – a sure sign it has been handled much since the day I lost it – but I still recognize it as mine.  Tamrin ties it around my wrist then, holding my hands in his, says, “Will you marry me?”
     I blink at him, stomach in my throat.  Just like that?  Then I stare at him for a long time.  “You’re not just asking because you got me pregnant are you?  Because you feel you need to do the right thing?”  I’m terrified of the answer, and it makes my mouth run.  “Because, because I-I really love you, Tamrin and I want you to love me, too.”  And this is all nuts.  I mean, people don’t get married this young!  And certainly not after only a few weeks.  Don’t they say that it’s impulsive to do this?  But, it doesn’t feel impulsive.  It feels like the only right and certain thing there is.
     Tamrin leans forward and kisses me in a way that’s both hard and soft, then he pulls away just enough to speak, his lips brushing mine as he does so.  “Don’t flatter yourself, Jean.  I’m doing this for entirely selfish purposes.”
     I can’t help but hiccup a laugh at his teasing tone, closing my eyes at the truth in his words.  We’re not really strangers are we?  We’re long lost lovers.  Back then, I had been too young to know the truth of that love, but it doesn’t change the fact it was there.  I know, with crystal clear certainty, that if Timmy had remained, we’d feel for each other just as Tamrin and I do right now.  
     And who is to say we wouldn’t already be engaged?  That I wouldn’t be pregnant just like this?  Perhaps this is fate?  Perhaps this is meant to be?  Perhaps it’s like Dad said and this is part of God’s plan?
     Tamrin’s fingers slip under the hair at the back of my neck.  “In my mind, you’re mine and you’ve always been.  If I need to proclaim it to God, then I’ll do so.  If I need to sign a foolish human piece of paper, I’ll do so.”  His eyes slide up and fix on mine again.  “Either way, I’m not letting you go, Jean.  Not again.  Not ever.” 
     Meant to be…But it can’t be if we don’t overcome the obstacles.  And there’s a really big one right in front of us.  “What about Roxel?  What about the tithe?”
     Tamrin’s lips purse, I think he forgot about that in all the excitement.  But I haven’t.  How could I?  For all of Tamrin’s beautiful proclamations of love and marriage, we won’t have either if Roxel kills him.   Finally, he says, “I’m not letting her take me from you again.”
     I nod, closing the subject.  “Right, so what do we do?”
     Tamrin stares at the ground between us.  “I know someone who might help us.”
 
 



Chapter 46
 
Jeanette
 
     Later that day at lunch, Celeste is playing bruised and wounded because we bailed on hot chocolate.  Amber sits with her, trying to be that friend she promised to be, while I sit with Emily.
     “So, what did your Dad say?” she asks.
     I poke at my chicken patty.  “I haven’t told him yet.”
     Sighing, she puts down her sandwich and gives me the look from over the top of her glasses.  “You know it’s not going to get any easier the longer you wait.”
     “I know.”
     She takes a bite of turkey and cheese on rye and talks around it.  “Come on, Nett.  You’re dad’s a pretty cool guy.  I bet he won’t be as upset as you think.”
     I frown.  “I dunno…”  And then I just jump right into confessing.  “I saw Tam this morning.”
     She nearly chokes on her food.  …I should really stop dropping bombs on her when she’s eating.  Coughing, she takes a sip of her iced tea and pounds her chest.  “What?” she croaks.  “I thought you were totally against that?”
     I shrug.
     “How?  You knew where he was?”
     Letting out an even breath, I crush a chickpea with my fork.  Honesty is the best policy, right?  “Em.  I haven’t exactly been one hundred and ten percent honest with you.”
     She doesn’t answer, just takes another swig of iced tea, her eyes expectant.
     I look down.  “You know how we always used to talk about how cool it would be if faeries existed?”
 
Thank heavens for Emily – who, more than me, is the kind of girl who wants to believe so much that she already sort of does believe and doesn’t need much convincing.  And even if she doesn’t believe you, she’s just awesome enough a person that she’ll give you the benefit of the doubt or humor your craziness.  She takes the whole truth in stride, something that I was pretty certain she’d do.
     “Can they, like, go invisible and stuff?” Em demands, her voice animated.
     I pause in eating my pudding.  “I dunno.  I didn’t think to ask.”
     “What?!” she yelps.  “How can you not ask everything there is to know?”
     I try to smile.  “Well, I was kind of skeptical at first.  I thought I was crazy then I thought he was the nut job.  And then he was all I wanna kill you and then he’s all I want in your pants.  And I think I must have forgotten somewhere between trying to cope with the reincarnation of the Red Queen and my best friend coming back from the dead.”
     “But he wasn’t dead,” she reasons.
     I roll my eyes.
     “You always knew he was still alive and you always knew he got snatched by something crazy weird.  And I think your reluctance to date other guys was because, deep in your heart, you never gave up that he’d come back.  And he totally did.”
     I bite my lips and look down.  My voice comes out husky.  “Yeah.”
     She pulls at her earlobe.  “That’s like sickeningly romantic.  And holy cow, now you’re gonna have his baby!” she squeals.
     Shushing her, I check to see if anyone heard.  “Be serious, Em.  If I don’t get him back from Roxel then there is no happily ever after.  How am I going to explain to my kid they don’t have a father because an evil faerie queen sacrificed him to Hell?”
     “Oh, right.”  She takes the final sip from her iced tea, making the straw choke and gargle in the juice box.  “She’s a bitch.”
     I scoff.  “Yeah.”
     “Like worse than Celeste.”
     I glance across the cafeteria.  Amber’s mopping tears off of Celeste’s cheeks.  I don’t think Celeste and Roxel are anything alike.
     “I wonder who’d win in a fight…”
     “Em!”  I huff, exasperated, but grinning a little bit ‘cause one does have to wonder…
     She straightens and puts down her empty juice-box.  “So, why’d you tell me?  Obviously this is a big secret.  You must have a reason for telling me.  You need me to poison the Summer Queen or something?”
     I laugh at her.  It’s hard to take anything seriously when she says things like that.  I shake my head.  “Actually, I just need you to drive me somewhere.”
     She wrinkles her nose.  “That’s it?”
     I shrug.  “’Fraid so.”
     She picks up her juice box and puts the straw back in her mouth, sucks again, but nothing but air comes up, making another gurgly noise.  She pulls it away.  “Bummer.”
 



Chapter 47
 
Jeanette
 
     Emily pulls her sky-blue Prius into a white-pebble driveway – just behind a massive candy-apple Dodge pickup.  She glances out the window, taking in the huge brick-red barn and the small white farmhouse.  “Are you sure this is the right place?”
     I reach for the door-handle.  “We’ve been up and down the road twice.  This is the only farm on Knock Way, right?”  I push the door open and get out.  
     Emily follows.  “And you’re sure this is the address Tamrin gave you?  I mean, he’s not exactly a human anymore, maybe he’s confused?  This definitely doesn’t look like a place where you’ll be able to find someone who can help you.  I mean, where does he keep the Panzer tanks?”
     I glance over my shoulder.  “I trust what he tells me.  Now be polite and let me do the talking.”
     “That’s fine,” she mutters as we go around to the front of the house.  “I didn’t bring my elvish dictionary anyway.” 
     Giggling, I knock on the door and wait.  When it finally opens, she and I both take an involuntary step back because the guy on the other side of the door looks none-too-happy to see us.  Deep brown eyes dart back and forth between the two of us and he lifts an unshaven chin, making his longish mess of dark hair fall back from a surprisingly handsome face.  “Yeah?”
     I open my mouth to speak, but don’t really know what to say.  I hadn’t thought that far.
     “Who is it, Con?”  An elderly lady with a Scottish accent asks as she all but runs him over with a wheel chair.  “Is it those Jehovah Witnesses again?”
     He steps out of the way, holding the door open so she can see us.  Steely blue eyes examine us from beyond silver rimmed glasses.  She folds her arms over a woolen tartan blanket. “Well, we’re certainly attracting quite a few young ladies lately.”  She glances pointedly at the tall grumpy guy standing next to her then back at us.  “I’m sorry but if you lassies are looking for Lacey she’s not about.”
     She begins backing away from the door and the Con guy moves to shut it, but I find my voice.  “Actually,” I blurt, making both of them go still, “Tamrin sent me.”
     Con guy looks over his shoulder, frowns at me.  “Tamrin?”
     I nod and then try to explain myself.  “Look, I know it’s kind of weird that I’m here, but he sent me to find you.”  I look specifically at the guy because I’m assuming he’s the Connor that Tamrin told me about.  “He’s in trouble and we need your help.  He says you can show me where to find the Mushroom Woman.”
     “Hush!”  The old woman snaps, she wheels around and glances about, as if searching for someone that might have heard me.  I look too, uncertain of what I’ve done wrong.  As I’m peeking over my shoulder, the woman’s strong grip finds my wrist and drags me into her house.
     “Come inside, lassy.” She continues to drag me across her dining room.
     “But, Mara-” the boy argues.
     “Shut up, Connor, can’t ye see the girl’s in a bind?  Let the other one in.”
     He makes a growling noise in his throat, but I hear the door squeak open further.  “Come on,” he gruffs.
     Emily’s oxfords tiptoe in and she follows us into a bright, warm kitchen that reminds me of a typical old lady kitchen.  Copper pots, lacey curtains, floral table cloth, bright china plates hanging on the wall, various containers of baked goods and ingredients on the counters, everything is meticulously clean.
     “Sit.” The woman, Mara I assume, practically throws me down in a chair.  “Con, put the kettle on.”
     Con shoots a why me look up to the ceiling, but does as he’s told.  Mara motions for Emily to sit as well and she does, looking wide eyed like maybe we’re being fattened up for the slaughter.  
     “Now,” Mara says, shifting in her wheel chair.  “Explain to me again who you are and your relationship with Tamrin.”
     “My name is Jeanette Sauderheim.  Tam’s uh,” I crease my brow.  “Well, I guess he’s my…fiancée.  Sort of.”
     Connor snorts and puts a teacup down on the counter.  “Tamrin?  Getting married?”
     I shrug.  “It’s a long story.”
     Mara sits back in her wheelchair and gives me a level stare.  “I think it’s best you explain everything because the Tamrin we know isn’t the type to have a wife or find himself in a bind to necessitate the witch.”  She says the witch, like it’s something poisonous and I assume she means the Mushroom Woman.
     I take a deep breath and explain everything to the best of my ability.  
 
“You see,” picking at the ribbon still tied around my wrist, “Tamrin is really Timmy and Queen Roxel is going to sacrifice him as this tithe thing.”  I look up, meeting Mara’s eyes and then Con’s.  My hand goes unconsciously to my stomach.  “I have to save him.”
     Mara purses her lips and swirls the dregs of her tea in her cup before setting it on a delicate saucer with a dull click.  She doesn’t look up as she says, “The Mushroom Woman is a very powerful witch and she may be able to help you, but she doesn’t work without a price.  More often than not, you’ll find you may not like the price you must pay for her services.”
     I shake my head.  “I don’t know what else to do.  Do you know another way to save him?”
     The skin around Mara’s lips and eyes puckers as she looks thoughtful, she glances at Con, who’s leaning against the counter looking like a pissed off bouncer.  His eyes meet hers for a long time, then he unfolds his arms, braces them against the counter, and shakes his head.
     Mara turns to me.  “No, we don’t.  Though, we would most certainly like to know what you do find out.  That will be Connor’s price for taking you to her.”
     I lift my chin and look at Connor.  Tamrin has told me about him in passing, though he’s not at all what I expected.  For some reason, I was thinking of some kind of fop, not this southern grunge dude who looks like he eats steel for breakfast.
     “What do we have to do?”  Emily asks, directing my attention away from Connor.  She looks determined and I’m glad she came with me.  Even if she hasn’t said much and is obviously out of her element, it’s good to have her for moral support.
     Mara reaches out and pats Emily’s hand.  “You’ll do nothing, dear.  This is an endeavor for your friend only.”
     Emily’s face contorts into one of those “give me a break” expressions.  “You’re joking right?  I’m not letting her go off alone with Rambo over there.”  She points at Con.  “He’ll rip her to shreds!”
     Mara grins.  “Oh.  I hadn’t thought of that.  Con?”  She meets his equally amused gaze.  “Should we worry about that?”
     He shrugs his massive shoulders.  “I’m feeling pretty good today, actually.”
     Mara turns back around.  “No worries.  He’s got it all under control.  Jeanette should be just fine without you, dear.”
     Emily’s nostrils flare in distaste and she looks to me to argue the point, but I just shrug at her.  If saving Tam comes down to leaving Emily here with a saucy old lady and going off with a guy whose glare could peel paint off walls, then I’m gonna do it.
 
“So,” I say, trying to make sitting in a car with this creepy Con guy a little less awkward.  “How do you know Tamrin?”
     “I don’t talk to humans about Aos Si affairs,” he answers.
     I swallow.  Wow, this guy brings the strong silent type a whole new meaning.  I adjust myself so I can look at him more clearly.  “Look, Con - can I call you that?”
     He jerks his head down in what I assume is ascent.
     “I’m kind of terrified of this whole thing.  I’m scared of learning about things I never thought were real, about finding Timmy again, about trying to save him, of being seventeen and friggin’ pregnant, of not knowing if my baby’s father is even going to be alive in a couple of days – I’m even scared of you – so can you like, throw me a bone or something?  Help me understand just a little bit?”
     Connor pulls his lips in then begins chewing the bottom one.  It makes him seem a little less dangerous, a little more human.  “Our courts are affiliated,” he says.  He has a very low, rumbly sort of voice.  Like a bear or a wolf might have if one were to talk.  “We’ve known each other for a while.  Sometimes we go hunting or fishing.”  He shoots me a sidelong glance.  “I assume he’s told you about the courts.”
     I nod.  “Sort of.  He’s from Summer Court, I know that.  From what I know of faerie mythology there’s four courts, right?  One for each season?”
     He lifts a hand and shoves his hair back.  “Yeah.”
     “So…” I say, trying to remember what I know of the courts, “by affiliated, you mean...?”
     “We serve the same tithe,” he clarifies.  
     …As if that’s supposed to clarify everything.  
     When he notices my confusion he says, “Seelie.”
     “Oh, right.”  Duh.  Summer and Spring are the Seelie courts while Autumn and Winter are the UnSeelie Courts.  “So, you’re from Spring Court.”
     It takes him a moment to answer.  “Yes.  I’m from the Spring Court.”
     “You’re like the good guys, right?  The Seelies are supposed to be the Court of Light?”
      “Good is a relative term,” he says slowly.  “We’re technically not dangerous to humans…Unless they piss us off or get in the way.  But we’re not bound to causing chaos and harm toward them if that’s what you mean.”
     “Huh,” I muse.  “So, you two are like, friends?”
     Connor takes another long moment to reply, his dark eyes intent and his brow pulled down.  “No.  I don’t have friends.  Friends are dangerous in the Seelie courts.  Tamrin and I, we…tolerate each other’s company.”
     I give him a smirk and let out a little bit of a laugh.  “Okay.  Okay.”
     He glances at me, slightly bewildered.  “What?”
     I shake my head.  “Nothing.  You guys are funny, that’s all.”
     Connor’s brows draw tighter, making him look even more formidable.  “Funny how?”  He sounds disgruntled, like he thinks I’m having fun at his expense.
     “He said almost the same thing about you when he told me to come find you.  ‘He’ll help, he’s an…acquaintance.’”  Still shaking my head, I turn to the window and watch the trees pass by.  We’re going deeper and deeper into some kind of state forest.  “How much longer?”
     “Not long.  The road will end soon.  We’ll walk from there.”
 



Chapter 48
 
Jeanette
 
     It’s night by the time Connor leads me, huffing and sweating, into a small clearing sheltered between two hills butted against a craggy rock face.  
     I stop beside him, panting.  “Please tell me I don’t have to climb that.”
     Connor pulls his shaggy hair back and ties it into a tiny broomstick of a ponytail.  “Even if I don’t say it, it won’t make it not true.”
     I slump my shoulders and groan.
     He shushes me and straightens, his eyes scanning the woods around us.  “She knows we’re here.”
     Swallowing, I step closer to him and try to follow his eyes.  “How?”
     He shakes his head.  “She’s got eyes and ears everywhere.”  He puts a hand against my back and urges me toward the rock face.  “Come on.”
     Connor stays behind me, catching me when I place my foot in the wrong place and start to slide.  By the time we reach a spot where it levels off, I’m sweating under my hoodie, I’ve ripped holes in both knees of my jeans, and my hands are raw and scratched.  But I’m here.
     As Connor pulls himself up behind me, I spin in a tight circle.  We’re in a small depression in the rock that inclines gently into a narrow opening.  A cave.  And from within blooms a warm yellow glow.  At my feet the dirt is still soft from the last rain, and the rock rising around us is covered in thick moss.  All over, clusters of strange colored mushrooms poke up from deeper depressions in the grey stone.  Hundreds of different kinds with odd markings, long and short stalks, frilly and domed and pointy caps.
     Geez, no wonder they call her Mushroom Woman.
     “This is where she lives,” Connor whispers from behind me.  “Don’t touch anything.”
     Nodding, I follow him as he leads me toward the mouth of the cave and squeezes in before me.  It’s a tight fit for me, so it must feel downright impossible for him.  The passage narrows and turns before opening into a wide gapping cavern.  
     Around us there’s a dragon’s hoard of junk.  Broken wooden crates, moldy cardboard boxes, jars of everything, scraps of moth-eaten and dingy fabric, stiff shoes, ancient coins blackened with age, tarnished jewelry, assorted bits of rusty armor and weaponry, priceless pieces of mouse-nibbled and water stained art, scuffed and warped furniture.  Mounds and mounds, shelves reaching into the darkness, tumbled over boxes, all of it just carelessly tossed about like a child’s room.  All of it lost to rot and decay.
     Assorted banks of candles burn hot on long built up hillocks of white wax, their light casting shadow wraiths along the walls and spark dancers over the glittering treasure.
     Above us, strands of rope, wire, and string hang loaded with dried plants and bits of animal.  Here glass balls are caught in netting, there a strand of Christmas lights – blinking though it’s not plugged into a wall, and that way a mass of cages filled with birds and other animals – they watch us with bottomless black eyes, but remain still and silent as if stuffed.
     Shuddering, I step closer to Connor.  “What does she do with all this stuff,” I whisper, my voice echoing over the drip-drip of stalactites on stalagmites.
     As he winds us around a natural stone column, Connor’s shoulder muscles tense, as if the thought might make him uncomfortable.  “Dunno.”
     Licking my lips, I continue onward, navigating the labyrinth of natural wonders buried in lost and forgotten things.  Eventually, we reach the end – a tiny depression hollowed out among the junk.
     The fire licking around the massive black cauldron burns high and hot, the smoke venting through a crack in the ceiling.  The limestone walls are black with soot, but strange white symbols are drawn in chalk.  Shelves and mounds are neat and orderly, each basket, jar, bowl, or canister holding one particular oddity: dried herbs, twisted roots, glinting scales, white-brown bones, colorful feathers, polished stones, deep viscous liquids, stacks of furs, stacks of cloth, clutching talons.
     I cover my mouth because it smells worse than everywhere else – like a burned house, a dead body, and the bottom of a lake all rolled into one.  Connor steps along the edge, careful to avoid the churned up mass of muck that rings the fire.  As we move into the light.  One of the rag stacks shifts and I shriek, expecting a rat.
     Connor’s hand lashes out, covering my mouth and dragging me against him in a protective gesture.  My screech disturbed the raven perched in the corner.  He craws and splays his wings – his talons gripping back and forth on a dropping-strewn perch.
     The lump of rags raises its arms and gnarled, age spotted hands reach up and pat the bird.  “Ease.  Ease.”  The voice of the rag-stack sounds like the cracking of brittle twigs and paper.  Connor’s grasp goes limp.
     The raven settles itself and glares at me, eyes red in the light.  I duck behind Connor’s shoulder.  That is not a normal bird.
     The rag-lump continues stroking the bird as it speaks.  “Connor McKinley, it has been too long since last you came to visit.”
     Connor stiffens but doesn’t speak.
     “I sent my mongrels out to fetch you.”  She lowers her hand and turns.  “But they never came home.”
     I gasp, practically pasting myself against Connor.  She’s the ugliest thing I’ve ever seen.  Crooked, beaked nose, one milky white eye, the other bulging and oozy and crusty with yellow-green puss, her skin is like sandpaper with liver spots and leprosy.  She’s hunched nearly double so she’s the height of a child, the lump on her back reaching up over her crab-apple head.  Wisps of grey and white hair stick out from the hood of a black cape, and as she takes a step forward, I notice one leg is twisted entirely around.
     I hear Connor swallow hard.  “I thought they were Taylor’s.”
     The woman throws her head back and cackles – revealing a mouth with gums, half filled with yellow fangs eaten through with black decay and white plaque.  The breath she emits is rancid enough to smell from across the fire.  “So you killed them?!”
     Against my thigh, Connor’s hand clutches into a fist.
     Her eye pinches.  “Either way, you will pay for the service I’ve provided you.”
     “I didn’t come about that,” Connor says, sounding almost too eager to derail the witch’s attention.  
     A bald brow wrinkles upward in interest and the oozy eye swivels in its socket, settling on me like I’m a lump of cookie dough with a cherry on top.  “Ah, you’ve brought me a fresh new maid.”
     “She’s here to deal with you, Mushroom Woman.” There’s a warning in Connor’s voice.
     The woman’s chin waggles, making the skin hanging from her neck wobble.  “Of course she is, boy.  Do I look blind and dumb to you?”  Connor opens his mouth, but she holds up a hand.  “Don’t answer that.”  She turns away, chuckling to herself.
     “Now,” she croons, “you’re here, little lassie, to free the father of your child from the clutches of the Summer Queen.”  It’s not a question but a statement.
     “Y-yes,” I manage.  
     “Good.  Good.”  She rummages through books on one of her enumerable shelves.  “I like when a girl stands up for what she wants.  Even if it means going against someone as powerful as Roxel.  She can be a real bitch.”
     I scoff, I can’t help it, she’s kind of funny.  Connor grabs my arm and shakes his head, making my stomach drop.  Aw crap, what did I do?
     She turns from the books.  “What are you still doing here, boy?  I’ve got private business with this girl.”
     Connor straightens, hesitates.
     “I’ll see you back here after All Hallows.  And if you don’t come, I’m going to take hostages.  I think I know just the bonny golden-haired lass, too.”
     A low, inhuman growl rumbles from Connor’s throat and his lips lift up in a snarl.  For a moment, his skin ripples and flickers like maybe it wants to do some kind of horror-movie rotation or something.  But he turns on his heel and retreats the way we came.
     I watch him leave with desperate eyes, wanting to go with him, not wanting to be alone with this nightmare creature called Mushroom Woman.
     “Ah,” Mushroom Woman exhales, making me turn toward her.  She’s pulling a massive scroll that looks older than the Ten Commandments off of the shelf.  Slapping it down on a stone bench, she crooks a finger at me.  “Come.  I have your answer here.”
     Squaring my shoulders, I dig my nails into my palms and gingerly pick my way across the cave toward the witch.  The rancid scent grows stronger as I approach, making my eyes swim and my stomach churn.  I take shallow breaths, hoping I don’t puke or faint.
     I stop, keeping a good three feet between the witch and me.  Okay, now what?
     Her chin lifts and she grins at me, her eye rolling in its socket so it looks as though it’s going to fall out any moment.  I look away, down to the paper.  “What is that?”  I ask, wanting something else to think about.
     “A very, very old contract.  If there’s a way to escape being tithe bound, then it’s in this document,” she croons.  “However, there is a matter of payment.”
     I bite my lips and think of The Little Mermaid.  If I can’t meet her material price, will she demand something from me that would make Tamrin dislike me?  Make me cut my hair maybe?  I reach up and touch the braid that Tamrin wove into my hair this morning.  The tiny flowers he twisted between the strands are still there, limp and tacky.  “I don’t have much.”
     The crusty eye rolls up and down.  “You have much.  Youth, beauty, intelligence.  What would you give to free your lover?”
     “Anything,” I say.  It comes out without thinking and I want to take it back as soon as it does, but part of me knows there’s truth to it.  I can’t lose Timmy again.  If I could have him all to myself, if I could have his heart forever, I’d give anything.
     With a musty sleeve, the Mushroom Woman wipes at a trail of drool trickling down her chin.  “You carry a child.”
     Oh, hell no.  Icicles prickle up out of my veins and through my skin, freezing me, making my blood run cold.  “N-not that.  Anything but that.”
     Her face creases into a grin so deep, her murky eye disappears into the folds of mottled skin and the only things I see are the warty and black-headed beak-nose and the bulging, bloodshot eye.  “I don’t want yer babe, girlie.  What would an old woman do with a babe? Eh?”
     Oh, I don’t know; eat it?  I shove that notion away before I’m sick at the thought.  I try to sound calm and strong, but my knees are shaking.  “What then?”
     “A name.”
     I wrinkle my nose. “What?”
     “A purpose.”
     “I-I don’t understand.”
     “I want to be the one to name the babe and declare his purpose in life.”
     What, like Bob the fireman?  That’s not so bad.  How could that be bad?  I think hard, trying to figure out if there’s some kind of trick involved.  I can’t see one.  I look down at the scroll, I need the information inside.  Will Tamrin hate me for this deal?  I don’t know.  He did send me here.  He must have known she’d ask a price.  Was he giving me consent to pay any price by sending me?  Name and purpose.  “O-Okay,” I stammer.  Then quickly add, “As long as you promise not to hurt my baby.”
     “I will not hurt your baby.  What do I look like to you?” she demands, placing an indignant fist on her hip.
     Despite the thousand and one responses that leap to my tongue, I don’t answer.  I steel my expression and nod my chin toward the scroll.  “What does it say?”
     Sighing to herself, the Mushroom Woman eases the scroll open.  It crackles and bits of parchment break loose as she does so.  On the stained, almost fabric-like paper are words written in a form I’ve never seen.  The tiny words are cramped and I can barely see them, the ink is so faded with time.  With a bone-thin finger, she traces the script, her cracked yellow nail making a scratching noise against the paper.  “This is the contract,” she whispers, her tone dramatic.  “This is the agreement made between the Devil’s own and his Hunter.”  She stops.  “And here are the terms for gathering the tithes of the Demon’s people.”
     “What?” I whimper.  “I don’t understand!”  My heart is racing.  I clutch at the cross hanging around my neck.  She’s speaking of the devil and demons and hunters.  It sounds like evil things.  Is she practicing black magic, saying something that will bind my baby to Satan?
     “Here.”  She motions me closer.  “I will tell you the words you must know to save your lover.”
     I step closer, my need to free Timmy outweighing my own fear of God’s wrath.  “What?” I demand.
     She bends close and squints at the text, nodding to herself.  And then she speaks.  “On the night the tithe is due – the night of All Hallows – the Queen and her courtiers ride forth through the waygate from Summer into your realm.  She will come seeking the fair, young flesh of your lover, Timothy Rhynn.  If you wish to save him you must go.” She lashes out her wretched hand and latches onto my arm.  I yelp, trying to pull away, but her nails bite into me.  “Look, child.  Look hard.”
     Terrified, I stare at her.
     “Close your eyes and see.”
     I do it, if only to get her foul diseased hand off of me sooner.  Against the blackness behind my eyelid, an image flickers.  A path through the woods in the night.  I know this path.
     “The faerie court will ride the path to the Nethergate.  You must intercept them before they throw young Tamrin to the mercy of the Hunter.”
     The image flickers and I’m shown horses charging toward me as if I’m a very small animal upon the ground and their hooves are aimed to stomp at me.  But I do not get trod into the dirt.  “First the black and then the brown.  You need the white.”  Horses of deepest night and the finest bay, chestnut, and dun charge silently past me, their silver gleaming, their leather straining, their resplendent riders looking like the bastard children of God’s avenging angels and Tolkien’s elves.  Finally, a heavily guarded white horse appears.  On his back is a knight clad head to toe in white armor.
     The fingers unshackle my wrist and I blink.  The Mushroom Woman is staring at me, her expression grave.  “You must have heart and be brave.  You must charge into the faerie hoard and pull him from his mount.  Roxel will not want to give him to you, so she will try everything to get you to release him.  But you must have faith and hold tight.  Hold tight to the father of your child, for your grasp will be the only thing that protects him from theirs.  You must cover him in this,” she snaps her fingers and suddenly there’s a thick green cape in her hand which she presents to me, “for it will shield him from the searching eyes of the Hunter’s hounds.  In this way, you will save him from his role as being tithe-bound.”
     Clutching the thick velvet cape, I stare at her for a long moment, uncertain if she will continue speaking or not.  I don’t know how to react to what she has told me and I can’t be certain if it is truth or a wickedly spun tale.
     She steps back, releasing the scroll so that it snaps back into a loose roll and falls to the dirt.  “There is little time to prepare, Jeanette.  You must save young Tamrin.”
     Nodding, I back away.  I’m more than willing to get away, especially since she seems to have forgotten to name my baby and his purpose.
 
When I come out of the cave, I must have a priceless look on my face because Connor shoots to his feet and prowls around me as if checking for marks.  When he sees none, he examines my face more closely.  “Did you get what you needed?”
     Um…  Part of me wants to laugh until I cry, but I hold the cape up and nod, my neck and body stiff.  Connor puts a hand on my shoulder and guides me away.  “Come on, let’s get out of here.  This place makes my skin crawl.”
     On the drive back to his grandmother’s farmhouse, I tell Connor what Mushroom Woman told me.  It’s only fair that I share the information since he did hold up his end of the bargain.
     When I’m done speaking he frowns.
     “Does that help?” I ask.
     The breath he lets out is a bitter scoff.  “No.  Not really.”
     “Can I ask?”
     “No.”
     I turn away.  “Okay.  Well, thank you and…good luck.”
     “Yeah.  We’re both gonna need it,” Connor mutters.
 



Chapter 49
 
Jeanette
 
     I push into the Airmid’s Café and glance around.  Celeste sits in one of the corner booths, her hands wrapped around a gigantic mug.  When she sees me, she straightens and forces a nervous smile.  It’s good to see I’m not the only one who is anxious about this.
     I take a deep breath and let it out.  With what I have to do tonight, my mind is really not in the right place and I don’t want to deal with the stress of trying to work things out with Celeste, but Amber insisted this could not wait.
     I shove my purse up over my shoulder and walk toward Celeste.  “Hey.”
     “Hi.”  Her eyes are too big.  “Where’s Amber?”
     “Parking the car.”  As soon as I say it, my phone vibrates.  It’s a text from Amber.
     I’M GOING SHOPPING.  YOU TWO TALK I’LL BE BACK IN AN HOUR.
     “Or not,” I say, holding up my phone.  
     Celeste nods, her dark eyes going to her mug.
     Feeling awkward, I put my coat in the booth.  “I’m gonna get something to drink, you want anything else?”
     She shakes her head.
     I order my hot chocolate and while I’m waiting, I avoid looking at Celeste’s big eyes and eavesdrop on this gorgeous blond couple sitting at the counter instead.  
     “So, where are we going for dinner,” she asks.  Her voice seems to have a tone that’s just for his ears.
     He smirks at her, his fingers playing over the back of her hand and I see she has scars there.  Scars he loves to touch because they’re part of her.  “It’s a secret, mo rόs.”
     She smiles at him, shy and innocent.  He reaches out and slips a strand of her hair behind her ear.  His fingers linger, dragging down her jaw and her neck.
     “You’ll love it, I promise,” he adds.  His expression is so earnest and intent that anyone with sight can see he’d put his everything into making her happy.  I hope she believes him, because I do.
     The way they look at and touch each other reminds me of Tamrin and my chest starts to ache.  What if I can’t do it tonight?  What if-
     “Hot chocolate for Jeanette!”  The barista – dressed like Cat Woman for Halloween – yells, even though I’m standing right there.  I take the massive mug from her and head to the booth.
     Celeste has noticed the couple too and when I sit down she says.  “That’s so disgusting.”
     I glance back at the couple.  They’re one of those once-in-a-lifetime couples that looks and acts so perfect for each other – like God built them to be a pair and you couldn’t imagine them being with someone else.  Adam and Eve.  Soul mates, like me and Tam.  I hope they work out together.  I hope they have a normal human life with no worries about what supernatural forces will draw them apart.  “I think it’s cute.”
     She turns away, her expression dark.  “People and their PDA, get a room.”
     I frown, confused.  That’s hypocritical considering she’s been dressing in a flashy manner and hooking up with people left and right at parties.  “It’s not like they’re playing tonsil hockey or anything, Celeste.  They’re just in love, give them a break.”
     She snorts and looks out the window, staring at the Agway across the street.  “I don’t believe in love.”
     I squint at her.  “Really?  ‘Cause the Celeste I used to know believed in it.”
     Her eyes slide sideways and stare at me for a long time.  I stay glued to those eyes, wondering how she’s going to react to me outing her.  Does she know she’s a different girl?  That she’s not my Best Friend #3 anymore?  Does she know she has become a stranger to me?
     Letting out a long sigh, she looks down and starts stirring her hot chocolate which has gone all lumpy from the dissolved whipped cream.  “I used to think I was in love,” she confesses.
     I don’t speak because more is coming.  We’ve begun the hot chocolate pow-wow.
     “When I was in L.A.,” she clarifies.  “When I got there, I was this outcast.  I didn’t fit in with my cousins, so the first thing they did was make me over.  They took me shopping – taught me how to do my hair and make-up, how to dress like I belonged.  I felt beautiful and dangerous, nothing like I used to be.  I felt confident – like everyone was looking at me and wanted to be me.  I was a new me.  I met this friend of my cousin’s – Fernando was his name.”  She stops, swallows, and when she continues her voice is strained.  “I thought he was so handsome, so smooth, you know?”  Her eyes flash to me, but evade just as quickly.
     I look at my own hot chocolate and start stirring as well – just to give my hands something to do, just to not look at her because I sense she’s uncomfortable telling me this.  
     “This new me, she caught his eye.”  She shrugs, her hand compulsively stirring.  “So, we started going out.  Went on dates, stayed at each other’s place, hung out at parties.  My aunt and uncle didn’t care.  I’m an adult in their eyes.  I did things I shouldn’t have – because I wanted him to like me, because I knew that if I didn’t I’d lose him.  And I didn’t want that.  He was everything to me.”  She falls silent.
     I frown, confused.  She used to send texts, call me while she was there.  They got fewer and fewer until they stopped all together.  “You never said anything about any of this.”
     She shrugs.  “Guess I didn’t want you to know.”
     That stings.
     A long moment passes and I peek up at her.  She’s staring at me, eyes so wide and intent, face so serious.  “One night,” she continues, “we were at this big party.  We were drinking and dancing.  There were so many people.” A bitter scoff escapes her lips – which are now trembling.  “We got separated.  It was okay though, that’s what I thought anyway, these were his friends – I could trust them – and Fernando wouldn’t let anything bad happen to me.”  Her eyes begin to water and she breaks my gaze.  “I was so stupid.”
     She doesn’t need to say it, I can tell in her eyes what happened.  Ice.  My blood is ice.  I can’t move.  And out of the ice comes fire.  At the back of my throat, the back of my neck.  My cheeks.  I feel Celeste’s shame like something permeable.  
     She sucks in a deep breath, wipes the back of her eyes and does a valiant job of holding it together.  I couldn’t hold it together, not in her place.  “My younger cousin found me a couple of hours later in a back room.  She thinks it was some kind of roofie or whatever.”
     I clench my spoon, willing her not to tell me the gory details because I feel sick.  So very, very sick.  Sick for her and sick at myself because I wasn’t there for her when she needed me.  I want whoever hurt her to hurt, too.  I hope they got a long time in prison.  “Did the cops get them?”
     She bites her lip and looks away.  “I didn’t go to the police.”
     My eyes go wide.  “What?  Why?  You should have gone to the police, Celeste.  Did you at least go to the hospital?”
     A smile crosses her face and she shakes her head at me.  “See?  This is why I didn’t want to tell you,” she barks.  “It’s why I didn’t even tell you about Fernando and me.”
     I close my mouth, bite my tongue.  My heart is hammering in my chest.
     “You’re always so high minded, always so certain of the way.  Well, I’m not like you.  For me, it wasn’t so easy, so black and white.  When that happened to me, I was scared.  Those people were friends of my boyfriend.  He didn’t believe me when I told him.  He told me I was a slut, that I was easy, that anything his friends did to me I deserved and was asking for.  He said I shouldn’t have cheated on him and then he broke up with me – this boy I thought I loved – this boy I gave my virginity to because I thought he was my forever one.” She cuts herself short and glares at me, her eyes molten.
     I look down at my hands, unable to stare into those eyes.  Celeste’s pain isn’t just from the violation.  It’s from the betrayal of someone she loved so much.
     I lick my lips.  “Celeste,” I breathe, “I-I’m so sorry.  I-” I don’t know what to say.  What do you say to that?  I want to leap over the table and hug her tight, tell her I love her and she never deserved something like that – never deserved someone like that.  But she’s so ridged, she doesn’t want to be touched.  I can tell.  And she doesn’t want my pity or my words that tell her it’s not her fault.  Deep down, she knows it, can see that, too, but sometimes it’s hard to unhear things…harder still not to let them get under your skin.
     She lifts her mug and takes a big sip.  Then she says, “I’m not done.”
     I clamp my teeth together because I’m not sure if I can handle anything else.  On top of becoming aware of all the evil things lurking in parallel worlds, Celeste has reminded me there are terrors in my own.  Terrors that other humans commit on each other.  Is nothing safe?
     “I got pregnant.”
     Shock?  Surprise?  I don’t know what…it hits me in the gut and settles there like a bitter hollow.  I can’t help glancing down at her stomach, wondering where the baby bump is.
     “I got rid of it,” she says hastily, too sharply.  Her chest hitches a couple of times and she stares at the cute couple across the aisle.  “They teach us it’s a sin – to kill a fragile little life.  It’s not the baby’s fault after all, right?”  She glances at me, as if expecting some kind of response, but I’m too frozen to respond.  She looks away again.  “But I figured, what the hell?  I’m already a slut, I’m already damned, I deserve anything that befalls me…and I felt so dirty.  I felt like it was evil inside me.  I had to get it out.” She cuts her hand down, making me jump.  “But that dirty feeling didn’t go away.  No matter how many baths, no matter the abortion, no matter anything.”
     I swallow hard.  Too big eyes, too stiff.  I will break into a thousand pieces.  How could I have not known any of this?  No wonder she’s a completely different person.  How could I have ever been mad at her?  How could I have not seen, not understood?  All the things she’s done that have gotten under my skin since school started, it makes horrible sense.
     She looks up and stares at me for a long time.  “I didn’t want to tell you any of this,” she admits.  “I hated you.  I came back this broken sinner and there you were miss vanilla golden girl.  The girl who never broke rules and would always do what was right.  I knew you’d judge me if I told you.”
     I shake my head at her, denying it.  “No, Celeste, I would never judge you for making a decision like that.  That’s a very personal decision.  No matter what I think personally, your consequences are different.”
     She shakes her head.  “I regret it.  I regretted it even before I did it.  But I felt like I needed to do it.  I didn’t think I could deal with it.  A girl like me?  A slut?  With a baby her senior year of school.”
     I bite my lip.  A girl like her.  A girl like me.  A girl who loves a boy.  A girl who fell into a strange world filled with strangers.  Strangers who wielded mind-altering substances that made the girl do things she shouldn’t, substances that led to consequences and decisions.  Magic and reality, they’re both horrible.  I look down at my lap.  
     She laughs then and I hear tears in her voice.  “I came back and wanted it to be like it was.  To be the me I was.  But I wasn’t me anymore.  No matter where I went, I felt hollow and empty.  Even with you guys, my friends.  Logically, I know it’s because I changed, not you.  But I couldn’t help resenting that innocence, especially in you.  You who lives with her head in the clouds, doesn’t see or understand the evils in this world.  So, I pushed you away.  I put on these clothes and this make-up, trying to feel pretty despite the dirty.  I told myself I could go on, I could feel something again, that I could be loved again.  But no matter who I get with, the touches feel bad and I’m still dirty.”
     “But,” I flounder, trying to find something – anything – that will make her understand that I am not this untouchable princess that she thinks I am.  That I understand.  “I’m not innocent.  You know that Tam and I-”
     “Yeah,” she says, tears streaming down her face.  “Big, dumb Tamrin who stared at you like you were the entire world.  Even if he did the screw and dump, at least he loved you.  He loved you for real, what you did together was real.  And your baby isn’t evil.”
     I stare at that.  “Amber told you?”
     Sniffling, she nods.  “That’s why I decided I needed to tell you all this.  I wanted you to know what I did and how I feel about it.  I wanted you to see your situation in the grand scheme of things…before you make your decision.”
     I touch my stomach.  She doesn’t want me to get rid of it.  She wants me to know that doing so won’t take away the hurt.  “I’m keeping it.”
     She smiles then, something lost and sad.  “That makes me happy, Nett.  I only wish that Tamrin had stuck around for you.  You two were good together.”  She nods to the blond couple.  “Disgusting in that way-that-makes-you-happy way, like those two.”
     I can’t help but smile in embarrassment and stare into my untouched hot chocolate.  It’s not fair.  How can some people have so much goodness happen in their lives and others have so much turmoil?  But, I have turmoil, too.  I could lose the man I love tonight.  And wasn’t it not too long ago that I thought I was tainted by evil, too?  
     Celeste is hurting, trying to find love in all the wrong places, trying to hide herself behind what she thinks is beautiful so she can hide the ugly she feels inside, trying to put meaning back into her life, to dodge a judgment she doesn’t deserve.  Guilt, fear, self-hatred, remorse.  I could have easily become like her if I didn’t have all the right tiles set into place beforehand…if I didn’t have wonderful people to guide me.
     I had Amber to set me on the right path.  But Celeste’s situation is different than mine, not easily solved by faith because Celeste was never as strong a believer as I am.  We’re all different, we all heal differently.  So, what does Amber plan?  And why am I waiting to see?  This is Best Friend #3 I’m talking about, I can’t just sit back and let someone else fix it, even if Amber says she’ll do it.
     I take Celeste’s hand and squeeze it.  Celeste needs to find faith.  Not in God like I did, but in herself and the purpose in her existence.  She needs a reason to live and to be a force of good.  She needs someone who will love and rely on her, someone to force her back on a positive path.  And then it hits me.
     “Celeste, I have a really good idea.”
     She bats her eyes, uncertain.  “We’re not going kickboxing are we?  ‘Cause Amber already suggested that and my abs are killing me.”
     I laugh at her, then try to be serious again.  “No.  No kickboxing.”  I stare into her eyes.  I never would have thought I’d do this.  Emily had always been the obvious choice, but this feels right and I know Emily will agree.  “I-I think you should be my baby’s godmother.”  
     Celeste’s eyes wobble in their sockets and she opens her mouth.
     Mine opens, too. “I think you’d be even more kickass at that.”
     She throws herself at me, arms around my shoulders, spilling hot chocolate all over the place, and she starts to sob.
 



Chapter 50
 
Jeanette
 
     Halloween. The faerie court will ride tonight.
     But what does one take on a journey to confront a world that isn’t supposed to exist?
     “Maybe you should just call the cops,” Emily says from her perch on my bed.
     I refocus my eyes in the mirror, switching from staring at my reflection to staring at Emily’s.  “And tell them what, Em?  That a crazy queen has been keeping Timothy Rhynn captive for the last seven years and plans to sacrifice him in some crazy pagan ritual?”  I roll my eyes and look away.  “Yeah, because that will make them send out the SWAT team.”
     I hear her shift on the bed.  “At least let me go with you.”
     Shaking my head I say, “No.  It’s too dangerous.”
     She comes to stand next to me, her eyes fierce behind her glasses.  “That’s exactly why I should come.”
     I put my hand on her shoulder and grip it hard.  “That’s exactly why you shouldn’t come.”  Raising my other hand, I grasp both her shoulders.  “If this doesn’t go right, someone needs to be there for Amber, Celeste, and my dad.  They’ll need to know what happened.”
     Her face strains in agitation.  “They’re not going to believe that faeries exist, Netti.”
     I smile at her, trying to look reassuring even though I’m so jumpy and out of sorts, I couldn’t keep my dinner down.  I’m already emotionally drained from this morning with Celeste.  I should feel good.  I think I might have already saved someone’s life today, so I should be ready for round two.  I should be calm and firm.  I can’t get too stressed out because I don’t want to cause too much stress for my baby.  
     But how can I not be stressed with what I’m about to do?  I try to focus on something else.  “You’d be surprised what Amber will believe.  She believed in the Green Man myth, didn’t she?  Play it up like it’s something out of one of our books.  And then tell Dad and Celeste something else – or just be there for them.  It’s hitting Dad bad enough thinking Tamrin ran away.  I can only imagine if he thinks I ran after him.  And I think you and Amber should pool your funds and buy Celeste a puppy.  Right now, she needs unconditional love and something that will rely on her.”
     She lets out a sigh and rubs her forehead, her anxiety palpable.  “You better come back.”
     “I intend to.”
     Frowning, she pulls me into a tight hug.  “I don’t like this.  I’m scared.”
     I lock my arms around her.  “Me, too,” I whisper into her hair.  “Pray for me.”  The only thing that will get me through this is divine intervention.
     “Ya,” she huffs, pulling away.  “Where’s Doctor Who when you need him, right?”  We both giggle, and then start to cry.
 
Leaving the house on a big save-my-knight-from-certain-doom adventure seems flat and without fanfare.  I exit through the sliding glass doors, Neko-Neko – tail held high – leading the way.  He goes straight for the path I could never find.  Of course a cat could see the path that my own eyes lost long ago.
     As some sick part of me starts mentally singing “We’re Off to See the Wizard,” I glance back to where Emily is leaning, arms folded against the late-October cold, in the doorway and give a little wave.
     She pitches herself upright and gives me a diligent salute.  “Faito!” She yells.  ‘Fight’ in Japanese.
     I take a deep breath, let my eyes wander back to Carver Hall Park, and let it out.  “Okay,” I say to myself.  “Ladies and Gentlemen, prepare to be amazed.”  I take a step and then another and another until I’m full tilt running, and dive into the park.
     If it were any other day and this any other situation, I might think this trek through Carver Hall Park is nice.  The leaves are in color – the height of autumn’s breath fading them to yellow, red, and orange – the air is crisp, the sun is still warm.  Not that there is much sun under the canopies of oak, maple, pine, and birch.
     Still, the ferns and other underbrush are dying back, so it’s a little easier to see and travel the trail than when I first searched for it almost two months ago.  At least it doesn’t feel like the forest is trying to eat me like the day I met Tamrin.
     Part of me wants to veer toward the garden and fall into Tamrin’s arms, but it won’t help anyone if one of us is caught.  I have no idea when the court will come and collect him, so I keep on the path and continue.
     I heft the cloak in my arms.  It seems like such a simple, useless thing.  I suppose it’s too much to hope it’s like Harry Potter’s cloak of invisibility.  I could use some mega supernatural combat gear.  Like the whole arsenal in the back of the Winchester’s Chevy Impala.
     It’s well past dark by the time I come to the spot Mushroom Woman showed me in the vision.  This is the path Timmy, no, Tamrin and I followed so long ago. The unbeaten trail intersects with another path.  At the point where they meet, two massive, old trees have grown into each other so their conjoined bodies make a sort of doorway.  Someone has scratched their name into the bark of one.  I run my fingers over the wound.  Miles.  
     Focusing my flashlight down, I examine the paths.  The lane I came down is mostly undisturbed, the leaves lying graceful and the fern fronds dipping across the hidden way.  The other path is muddy, churned, and stamped with hoof prints, the fern fronds snapped and ground dark with bruises.
     The faeries have already come down this path.
     Shivering, I direct the flashlight along the path as far as it will go.  It’s heading toward the rose garden.  This must be the path Tamrin uses to get back and forth to wherever the gate leading to Otherworld is.  They’ll be bringing him along this road.
     I step off of the path and settle behind a squat evergreen.  For a long time, I point my flashlight at the Miles Cross-Trees.  I memorize everything that stands between me and the road.  And then I huddle under the green cloak and I turn off the flashlight.
 
 



Chapter 51
 
Tamrin
 
     When I hear the ring of elfin-forged bells strung about the bridles of the horses of Summer, part of me wants to follow Enmire’s example and crawl into a tree to hide.  I haven’t heard from or seen Jean today.  She hasn’t come to free me.  Which means either she didn’t find an answer and couldn’t face me, or Roxel has discovered her efforts and has trapped her.
     I’ve been throwing myself at the boundaries of my invisible cage, screaming and raging because I’m certain Roxel has done something to keep Jean away.  But it’s no use.  I’m trapped here.  Even if I hide, they will find me and I will be shamed for my cowardice in the face of my demise.
     I meet Enmire’s wide, terrified eyes, give him a nod goodbye then walk into the clearing and wait among the roses that now lay dead and twisted.  I had thought that pulling them up might free some other poor soul from Roxel, but they all died upon pulling.  Something inside me says the humans who once belonged to these hearts are long dead.  Their fate like mine – fodder for the tithe.  And having now destroyed the last remaining vestiges of their existence, I don’t know if I’ve done them a favor by freeing them or destroyed the only remaining memory of their lives.  Perhaps this was a memorial garden – a way for Roxel to atone for what she has done to the countless humans she has abducted, tempted, and turned upon.
     Like always, Roxel is first among her people in the long line leading from Leah’s gate.  She walks her steed directly to me and stares down at me, long and hard and ruthless.  There is none of the affection she once showed me.  Only cold hatred for the one who bit the hand that fed him the world.  She gave me everything…except the thing I really wanted.
     I take a deep breath and square my shoulders.  “Where’s Jean?”  I demand.
     Ignoring me, Roxel makes a sharp hand gesture.  Her guards come alongside her and slide from their mounts, pikes at ready as though I’d fight them.
     “Roxel.” I try to sound calm although my heart beats in fear that Jean might be somewhere among the horses, already prepared as a tithe.
     “Strip and bathe him,” she commands.
     They come at me and, though I don’t make a single move to fight, my own comrades at arms wrestle me to the ground and strip me of my dignity.  Twyla and her Talent for water come next, drawing up icy water from the old well near my garden and dumping bucket upon bucket over my head until I am shaking and nearly purple with cold.
     The thin white silk breeches and shirt they wrestle onto me stick to my freezing flesh like new layers of skin.
     Next comes the armor.  More beautiful and ornate than anything of the Knights of Summer have ever worn.  It’s only forged by the dwarves every seven years, only warn by the sacrifices of Summer – so we may look more enticing to the Hunter who claims us as the tithe to Hell.
     While the armor was made to fit me to perfection, Roxel’s guards are not gentle with the leather straps.  The only thing keeping my skin from bleeding raw is the silk and my cold-corded muscles.
     A lovely white stallion is dragged up through the rest of the horses.  The creature snorts and his eyes roll wide, as if he knows he’s about to carry me through the Nethergate and into the arms of the Hunter.  What horrors await me in Hell?  Is that where I’ll truly go?  For years I’ve always thought I was an Aos Si.  A strange one, but one nonetheless.  I assumed if I ever died, I’d go to Hell like all other Aos Si.  But I’m not an Aos Si.  I’m a human.  I could go to Heaven or Hell.  But not like this.  Not if she offers me directly into the hands of the Hound of Hell to satiate him for the next seven years.
     I smooth my hand over the horse’s forehead and shush him.  “Easy.”  I mount on my own and when they all turn, I follow along willingly.  I will not cry or run from my death.  My only regrets are that I could not touch my Jean one last time, that I couldn’t hold my unborn child just once, that I decided it was a good idea to walk through Carver Hall Park on the night of Halloween all those years ago.
 
 



Chapter 52
 
Jeanette
 
     Dark and silent.  Dark and silent.  Not a breath of wind or the chirp of a cricket or the scuttle of an animal through the underbrush.  It’s like the world knows and it’s holding its breath.  Waiting.  Like me.  It’s scary.  
     I shift.  My bones feel stiff and a thick blanket of clouds have blown over the stars and the moon.  I am blind.  I am cold.
     I take a deep breath, let it out.  “There’s nothing here,” I whisper to myself.  “Just me.  Just me and I’m going to stay right here.”
     I’m going to save Tamrin.
     More time passes in the stillness.  My butt numbs.  My brain blanks.  I’m beyond fear.  Now it’s only the waiting.
     Waiting.
     Waiting.
     What time is it?
     I pull my cell phone out of my breast pocket and check, the bright light making me blink and tear.  After midnight.  Still nothing.
     I bite my lip.  What if the witch was wrong?  What if this isn’t the place?  Maybe Tamrin is already dead.
     “No,” I growl to myself.  He’s fine.  I’d know if he was dead, wouldn’t I?  Like I’ve always known he was still alive?  It’s a saccharine notion, but it calms me anyway.     
     A lazy breeze shifts the branches, making dead leaves flutter down.  I lift my chin, relishing the sharp air on my numb skin.  It grows and grows.  Stronger, like a flood of icy air, until it tugs me backwards, cuts through my clothing, and howls in my ears.
     Tink, tink, tink.
     I sit bolt upright.  What was that?
     Tin, tink, tin, tink, tin, tink.
     Bells.  I ball my fists and stand.  I know that sound.  It was branded in my mind the night Timmy was taken.  How could I forget?  In the distance, flickering in and out of tree trunks and falling leaves, a narrow dart of light lances through the park.  The faerie court is coming.
     I slide from my rock and crouch close to one of the Miles Cross-Trees, fingers digging into the bark until it hurts.  The pain is a reassurance; I am real.  This is truly happening.  
     I hear the thundering hooves.  The standard beat of a brisk trot, the jangle of ornate tack and delicate bells ringing with each step.  Over it, there’s an almost imperceptible din, sounds of this world, but not.  Cheers and jeers, whispers, and cries both humanoid and animal.  I press myself close to the tree, willing no one see me, and peek down the path.
     It’s like a scene out of Sleepy Hollow.  A corridor of trees glowing eerie from the inside, their branches bending and swaying at the passage of a hundred thousand invisible things that rattle reality.
     Jaw clenched, I force myself to squint hard at the oncoming, invisible hoard.  Delicate shapes and shadows dance along the trunks, tiny flashes of light twinkle.  The ground churns and takes on the imprints of dozens of paws and claws and hooves.  But I see nothing concrete taking the steps.  Out of nowhere, rose petals of all colors and shapes explode into the air, tossed up only to be snatched by the wind and thrown in my face.
     The crowd grows closer, begins to pass.  I hold my breath and close my eyes.  It’s terrible and wonderful all at once.  My heart thuds hard against my chest and I think my fingers might fall off if I scratch at the bark any harder.  
     These must be faeries.
     Hundreds of them by the sound and mark of them.  The vanguard of the Summer Queen’s procession.  Macabre flower girls.
     And I can’t see them because I don’t have the second sight.
     Despite everything I’ve been through, nothing has been more true than this moment – this realization that there are things unseen…even in this world.  And I’m about to throw myself into the middle of it, literally jump into the crossroads of fact and fiction.
     This is it.
     I force my eyes open and crouch low.  I’ve memorized the distance between me and the crossroads, I know how to navigate it.
     The Aos Si come into view.  First their rainbow lanterns and then their ornate lances, then their heads.  Gorgeous people – like all the world’s top models out for a midnight ride.  
     Two black horses, snorting and high stepping with riders holding poles that explode into a thousand and twelve lanterns – lighting the world in colors that don’t exist.
     Two more black horses, eyes glowing red, rose-braided manes and tails dragging in the dirt, a rider with a drum, a rider with a long whirling horn that looks like it’s from Doctor Seuss.
     Another pair of black horses, slender and bejeweled, with two lovely women dressed all in black.  One with black hair one with brown.  The one with black hair wears a crown encrusted with diamonds and blood-red rubies.  Roxel.
     More black horses, each carrying assorted lords and ladies of the Summer Court.       All glow iridescent, painted and tattooed with strange symbols.  All are inhumanly beautiful…gods and goddesses…wingless angels.
     For a long time, I’m struck dumb with awe at these strange people from another world.  No wonder there are so many tales of men falling in love with beings from beyond the veil.
     The brown horses come next.  Shades of glossy bay, rich chestnut, and black-pointed dun.  These are larger, more stern looking horses.  And they should be.  These horses carry the Knights of Summer.
     Clad in black mail that looks chiseled from obsidian, each with an enameled burst of color across his chest that ring similar to the markings the lords and ladies wear on their skin.  Family crests?
     At the very center is the white steed.  On top of the ghostly creature sits a knight in white mail that glows like a star among smoldering embers.
     He is beautiful, even riding to his death.
     My breath hitches in my chest.
     Before I can think, before I can talk myself into being afraid, I let go of the tree and spring down the hill.  Two steps.  I swerve around a sapling.  Three steps.  I hurtle the rock.  I land badly and tumble roll the rest of the way, but I find my feet again.
     They’ve noticed me.
     How many more steps?  Half a dozen?
     Hands reach out to grab.  I duck them, crouching low.
     A horse whinnies and rears up, throwing the rider.  His fingers grab as he falls, snatching my hair.  I wrench forward, hearing the snap, snap, snap as my hair tears from the roots.  I feel heat and blood.
     Step. Step.
     There’s screaming and panic.  The faeries wail, their animalistic cries carried to me like death threats thrown into the typhoon surrounding us.
     Step.
     Tamrin sees.  He reaches out to me.
     Shmp.  An arrow.  Thuck.  Hits the dirt.
     Run harder.  Shmp.  Shmp.  The twang of bows.
     Adrenaline pumping, I leap up.
     It’s a flurry of limbs, of cold metal.  The white horse screams as we tumble off.  My breath leaves me, chest burning, body shaking.  Metal.  Metal all around.  The arrows clatter as they ricochet off of Tamrin’s armor.  We hit and roll.  Hooves stamp around, making the ground rumble.  Tamrin’s body is over me –shielding me.
     No.  No.  This can’t be.  I have to be on top.
     I grab his neck
     “Stop them!”  The voice is the queen’s.  She’s here now, galloping at us.  She reaches out and I feel the shifting air, the heated kiss of her power.
     I shriek and try to roll – to cover Tamrin from her – but he’s too heavy.
     Her attack hits him full on, making him grunt and crumble atop me.  “No!”  I wrench away the helmet.  Only he’s not inside.  It’s hollow.  “Tam!” Confused and frightened, I shove the armor away.  Holt shit, she disintegrated him!
     Roxel’s laugh echoes through the woods.  High and sweet.  Evil.
     Tears come and I scream at her.  “What have you done?!”  I reach out to the armor, the only thing remaining of Tamrin.  “What have you done?!”
     Something grabs my arm.  Hisses.  Startled I look down.  A massive black snake has lashed out of the armor and has me in its undulating clutches.  I pull away, trying to escape, but it’s coiling tight and all I do is drag its heavy body into the open so its scales shine like liquid promise in the faerie light.  The momentum throws me off balance and I land on my back with it on top of me.
     His muscular body writhes around me.
     Panic makes me roll, makes me kick and scream.  He won’t let go, he circles tighter, squeezing the air out of me.  His head lashes at me and his teeth find a home on my upper arm.  Screaming in pain, I raise my free hand to punch him free, but then something stops me.  The world reels in slow motion.
     I look back down at the snake, see his strange grey eyes.  Grey eyes…
     The witch warned me about this.  She warned me of Roxel’s magic and what she’d do to try and keep Tamrin away from me.
     “Tamrin,” I whimper.  Gingerly, I reach over and grip him behind his jaws, still buried and burning in my flesh.  I close my eyes.  God, I hope I’m right.  “You’re the father of my child,” I whisper.  I open my eyes.  “You are my lover.”
     The air shifts, making me look to Roxel who has dismounted, face contorted with rage.  
     Tamrin’s body bucks and twists.  His skin splits and oozes.  My instinct is to drop him.  It’s horrid.  His bones reach out and crackle, muscles sliding in the open.  But I keep my grip on him.  Even as his neck widens and thickens.  Even as his weight shifts and wrenches me off my feet.  Even as fur rises hot and itchy between my fingers.
     At first he shakes, trying to throw me.  But when the lion he has become finds I will not let go, he roars in agitation and rolls, trying to shove me off with gigantic clawed paws.  I hold my breath and grit my teeth against cries of pain, as my arm is crushed, claws cutting deep.
     I bite my lip to bleeding and squint away tears.  “No!” I scream at him, trying to wrestle him on the ground.  “No.  You’re Tamrin!”  I growl at him, shaking.  “You don’t want to hurt me!”
     He rolls me onto my back, moves to bite at me, but at the last moment, his lion’s body explodes into something I cannot grasp.
     Fire.
     Hot and hungry, a fireball whooshes out, eating the earth, running from me.  I roll, grab at him.  I can’t catch him.  
     I must, I have to hold him.
     I can’t.
     Tears burn my already stinging eyes.  I’m going to lose him.  I touch my stomach.  No.  I won’t let this terrible Summer Queen win.  I can’t.
     Hoping I’m doing the right thing, I whisper a silent prayer to God, clench my jaw and use the last of my strength to bound to my feet and throw myself to the edge of the spreading ring of fire – offering myself.  It consumes me willingly.  I can’t help but scream in agony – his fire-form is worse than the bite of the adder and the claws of the lion.  But I don’t pound out the flames.  I don’t thrash and roll.  I let them eat me.  And in that way, I hold him close and I make him mine.
     “I am yours,” I think, no longer able to form words.  “I am yours and you are mine, Timothy Rhynn.”  Tamrin.  The man I’ve always loved.  The father of my child.  We’re finally together.  ‘Til death do us part.  I cry.  In loss, in pain, in exasperation, and the beauty I had…If only for a moment.  For your heart, I’d give my life.
     …And then it stops.
     The pain.  The wounds.  The fire.  Gone.  It’s like a miracle.  But now, I don’t know the difference between magic and miracle…Perhaps they’re the same thing.
     Gasping, I sit up.  It’s just me and Tamrin, his tawny, naked skin dirty and pale in the night.  Body reluctant to move, I gather myself to hands and knees, drag the cloak from my trembling shoulders, and cover him.  Feeling vulnerable in my half-blindness, I find my glasses, bent with one lens cracked, and shove them on.
     “What have you done?” It’s a whispered command, an ironic repetition of my own words in a voice not accustomed to being denied or disobeyed.  Weary and shaking from fatigue, I look up at Roxel – so angry, yet tears fall from her red eyes.
     I grip Tamrin’s arm, digging my fingers into the velvet of the cloak, reassuring myself that he’s mine and he’s safe under that cloak.  “He’s mine, Roxel.  You can’t hurt him any longer.” My voice sounds hoarse and broken, but the words feel amazing to say.
     She scowls and throws a pair of white riding gloves to the ground.  She stamps them into the upturned dirt.  The Aos Si around her seem uncertain of what to do.
     “You don’t understand what you’re doing!” Roxel growls.  “What you’re costing all of us!”
     I square my shoulders and lift my chin.  “I know I saved a human, you had no business kidnapping in the first place, from certain death.  You want to sacrifice someone to Hell, use your own people.”
     “Perhaps I shall take you, impertinent girl!”  Roxel rushes forward, her hand reaching for me.
     The cloak shifts beneath my hand and Tamrin springs between us, his ebony hair fanning out around the green velvet.  
 



Chapter 53
 
Tamrin
 
     I hold out my arms, blocking Jean from Roxel’s attack.  “I wouldn’t do that, Roxel.”  I put all my poison into the words.  I am not afraid to kill her.
     Curling her fingers into a fist, she takes a step back.  “Tamrin,” she growls.  “How could you do this to me?  How could you smack me in the face after all I have done for you?”
     Part of me aches for Roxel.  Only a small part.  After what she has done to me – done to Jeanette – I cannot forgive her.
     I hold in my response because I know she wants me to speak.  She’s hoping for me to be sensitive, to show her I care.  I do not.  I want to kill her.  And if she doesn’t shut up I might.  “Go home, Roxel.  Leave us be.  You have no power here.”  It’s strange to say it.  She’s a Bender, the most powerful of the Aos Si, but Jean has trumped Roxel’s magic.  If Roxel were the one in power, then I would have burned Jean and myself to cinders.
     Roxel’s laugh is bitter.  “Fool,” she spits, “I’m the Summer Queen.  I’m Aos Si.  My power is everywhere.”  She turns and holds out her hand to Twyla.  Twyla’s eyes slide down, meet mine in an almost apologetic way, and then she dismounts.  From a bag slung over her shoulder, she pulls out the rose.
     I tense.  Jean’s fingers touch my shoulder, questioning and uncertain.  She doesn’t know the significance of that rose …but I do.  If Roxel destroys it, I am dead.
     Jeanette’s voice is a tickle on the back of my neck. “Tam?”
     I reach back and place my hand on her night-numbed skin.  She’s so cold.  If we get out of this, I’m going to wrap her in my arms and not let her go until her cheeks are flushed with heat.
     Gentle as she can be, Twyla hands the rose to her queen and then backs away, head hung low.  A wicked smile cracking her face, Roxel lifts the rose to the light.  “You, girl.”  Her eyes flick to Jeanette.  I shift into a more defensive position.  “Let it be known that you’ll never sleep a restful night, never know a peaceful day.  I will ride you to madness if you don’t take your own life first.”
     Her words chill me far colder than the night air.  I feel Jeanette shrink behind me, shaking.  She may have won me away this night, but Roxel will want revenge and she could do enumerable things to break Jean’s mind.  I should have thought about that. Jean’s in more danger than ever before.
     “And you.”  Her eyes flick to me.  “Tamrin,” she hisses my name.  “The best knight of my company, favored to whom I gave everything.  If I had known you’d betray me – finding some ugly little human girl to love more than me, I would have cut out your eyes and turned you into a tree so you couldn’t roam and conquest among these mortal girls.”
     I try to make my voice sound even.  “No matter what you did, it would have been in vain.  I knew Jean before you stole me.  Even with no eyes and no ability to roam to find her, it is to her that my heart belongs and always will.”  It’s a straight truth, one that she took from me and now I have back.
     I feel Jean press her face into my shoulder and I can’t help the slight smile of pleasure that comes.  How good it feels to love.  To have her again.  The Aos Si may have their fabled Mates, but humans have soul mates, too, and I don’t think the bond between us is any less strong.
     With shrewd eyes, Roxel lifts the rose and slides her fingers over the petals.  My skin crawls.  “If I’d known your heart belonged to another, I wouldn’t have bothered saving it so.  I would have eaten it and left you with a heart fashioned of stone…You wouldn’t have loved me more or less with your true heart than one of stone.  Is it true?”
     Swallowing hard, I nod.
     Her face remains stoic as she drops the rose to the ground.  I dig my fingers into the dirt, knowing what is coming next and too weak to stop it.  I’m only human and she’s a monster with the power of angels on her side.  
     She lifts her foot.
     At the same moment that Jean cries out, perhaps finally realizing the true meaning of the rose, a massive whumping noise slams through the glade, knocking Roxel back against Twyla.  For a moment, there’s utter panic among the fae and the horses.  The Aos Si look to each other, confusion on their beatific faces.  
     A purple-black light slips between the cracks in reality and shadow.  The sliver intensifies, lancing silver through the purple, fading black to blue.
     The Aos Si part.  The horses shy back.  Under the joining of the two trees growing at the intersection of the crossroads, a waygate has opened and an ominous dark shape passes into this world.
     Air escapes my lungs.  I know this figure from tales and nightmares alike.
     The Hunter.
     Taller than any Aos Si I’ve ever seen and clothed in all black with a hooded cape pulled over his features, The Hunter looks every bit the Grim Reaper.  He is the Reaper of Aos Si – he who comes to collect the tithe if not paid on time.
     How late is it?
     And has he come for me?
     I glance back at Jean, entranced by the horror before her.  Does she understand who this is?  And why he’s here?
     The Hunter steps forth from the gate and from behind come the hounds.  Wraith-like beasts with blood-red crowns upon their heads.  They hurtle at the Aos Si, knocking knights and courtiers to the ground, ripping at their throats.
     Instinctually, I pull Jean into my arms, protecting her.  The first victims have fallen; the other Summer dwellers scatter down the crossroads and run into the woods, faerie and Aos Si, and noble steed alike screaming for mercy.
     The only ones remaining are Twyla and Roxel.
     The Hunter turns to Roxel who steps up, her expression livid.  “How dare you come collecting when I’ve already declared my tithe!”  She gestures at me.
     The Hunter’s gaze travels down to me, lazy and unconcerned, then focuses back to her.  He shakes his head.
     “No?” she squeaks, indignant.  “What do you mean no?  He’s my very best knight!”
     He shakes his head again and points at Jean who glances at me, confused.
     Roxel’s brows crease.  “I don’t understand.”
     The Hunter reaches beneath his cape and draws forth a scroll.  I feel Jean fidget in my arms; she’s leaning forward, trying to see closer – as if she recognizes the rolled paper.  He hands the scroll to Roxel who pulls it open and reads, her face growing paler and paler by the moment.  “But,” she says, “that can’t be right.  Why was I never told of this stipulation?”
     The Hunter lifts his hand, cutting off her indignant retort.  In the light of the sputtering lamps left behind by the torch bearers, I see his markings.  Moon-silver skin with writhing vines on hand and arm.  He’s Aos Si as well.  How could The Hunter hunt his own kind?  What agreement did he make with the demon?  
     He touches his chest.
     Roxel frowns.  “To keep me from trying to save my own tithes?”
     He lowers his head in agreement.
     With a half snarl on her face, Roxel looks at the rose near her feet.  Miraculously, it was not trampled in the stampede to escape.  “Then it’s not mine to destroy?  Is that what you’re saying?”
     In answer, The Hunter stoops and picks up the rose.
     I stiffen, uncertain what he’s doing.  He comes toward me.  I try shoving Jean behind me, but The Hunter crouches close and pushes back his cowl.
     He is indeed an Aos Si, no mistaking his angelic features.  Like me, his hair is long and black, but his eyes are like amethystine stars and from each, he seems to weep an expanding universe.  He smiles a quiet sort of smile, his attention clearly on Jean, and offers her the rose.
     Jean leans into me, almost as if asking if she should.  Without looking, I nod.  She reaches out a pale white limb – bound by a frayed promise for marriage – and takes my heart.
     The Hunter gives her a slight nod.
     “I-I don’t understand,” she squeaks.
     The Hunter points at me, puts his hand to his chest once more.  Jean rolls onto her knees and looks at me.  “What do I do?”
     I let the cloak slide from my shoulders so she may see the markings across my bare chest – the empty thicket of briars.
     Swallowing, she stares at my chest and puts the rose to my breast.  A bright light explodes between us, hot and searing, knocking us away from each other.  I struggle to sit up, but it’s hard, like a new weight has been sacked across my lungs.  Gasping for breath, I look to my chest.  The thorns are writhing, whipping one across another and another, half out of my skin, half within, building a thick cage around the rose – around my heart.
     Frightened, I look to Jean.  She’s staring, eyes wide, jaw dropped in awe.  She glances up, tears brimming in her eyes, and smiles.  She falls forward and wraps her arms around me tight and hard, but it’s a good pain.  A pain to bury the thorns back into my skin, to seal my heart where it belongs – between my every breath and the woman I love.
     “To think,” she says with a breathy laugh.  “This whole time you were after my heart and I’ve had yours from the beginning.”  She buries her face into my neck and kisses my feverish skin.
      Back on his feet, the Hunter turns to Roxel and Twyla – who both stare in disbelief.  Yes, he’s the most gorgeous of God’s creations, perhaps not even Aos Si.  Perhaps there’s no human blood in him, perhaps he’s simply an angel.
     Expression stern, he walks toward them.
     Roxel’s face drains white.  Twyla shudders, ridged.  The Hunter holds up a hand.  Out of the woods, the hounds materialize – as if waiting for the signal.  Half a dozen hounds, each as big as a man, fall with senseless hunger upon Roxel.
     Jean sucks in a terrified breath and hides her face against my shoulder, but I watch.  I owe Roxel that much.
     She punches and kicks and tries to call upon her Bender Talent, but there are too many and they go too fast.  She’s down and has no hope of getting up.
     Twyla watches, hands closed over mouth in silent horror, as her queen is dragged, bloody and shrieking across the path and through the gate.  Her screams echo in the once silence. I close my eyes and let out a held breath.  Everything happened so fast, I couldn’t have helped her.
     As his Hounds start dragging the carcasses of the already slain through the waygate, the Hunter plucks Roxel’s crown off of the ground, wipes it free of bloody dirt and holds it out to Twyla.
     Underneath deflated bangs, she glowers at the delicate golden circlet inlaid with precious jewels and shakes her head.
     He lifts it higher, his mouth and eyes tight and insistent.
     She backs away.  “Isn’t there someone else?”
     His head inclines and his eyes zone out – as if speaking from a distant place, though no words are passed for mortal ears.  He’s speaking to her in the way of the Aos Si, through thought and mind touch.  He holds it out to her again.
     Twyla closes her eyes and makes a pained face.  “I see.”  And then, fingers trembling, Twyla accepts the crown of Summer.  Why she is expected or accepts that burden, I may never know.
     Without another word, she walks away, her shape disappearing into the darkness.  She’s heading to Leah’s.  To the Summer gate.  She’s going home…The new queen of the Summer Court.  She will be a better queen than Roxel.
     I draw Jean closer to me, as if her body alone could banish the cold dread in the pit of my stomach.  The Hunter stands quiet and resolute, a monolith of a man stationed before a gate that leads to a place every creature in Otherworld fears.  “Will you continue to hunt the rest of the court?” I ask.
     The Hunter nods, his long black hair sliding over his shoulders.  “The sacrifice of the queen is only the beginning.”  His voice is low, husky, and a little uncertain – like he’s not used to speaking.  Despite that, there’s an obvious richness in his syllables and clarity of timbre that speaks of culture and age.  “Summer’s transgressions have drawn the dissatisfied gaze of the demon ruling the covenants that bind us.  He commands I cull many on this hunt.”  
     He returns his gaze to the distance, as if staring after his receding hounds.  I can imagine them pushing through the Summer gate, searching the fens of Tír na nÓg.  Their howls echoing, eerie through the night and their massive bodies crossing over the moon, eating the space between worlds with preternatural speed.  Their white coats casting death shrouds across the land and their blood tipped ears and muzzles turning, seeking the cries of my people.
     No, not my people. 
     Still.
     A shiver runs through me as I picture all who might fall prey.  Most will truly deserve to be tithed for what they’ve done to others …But, however the courtiers abused me, they were my friends and family and comrades for longer than I can imagine.
     The Hunter turns to meet my gaze.  He stares into me – through me.  He has the most stunning eyes I’ve ever seen.  A pale violet with silver rims around the pupils and darts of star shine glinting between the prisms.  They’re prettier even than Jean’s.  But that’s not hard for a being like the Hunter to do; he’s angelic while Jean is merely human.  Still, despite their beauty, they’re such sad eyes.
     Does he despise doing this?  Being the Hunter?  What’s his past?  Who is this man?
     “Why do you do it?” I ask him.
     His gaze shifts from me to Jean.  She meets his penetrating glare for an instant and then turns her face into my neck as if uncomfortable with his attention.  I shift, wanting to protect her from his peculiar expression.
     Finally, he looks away.  “No matter the creature, we all have something to protect, a reason to live.  It might be a belief or ourselves.”  He examines where the bulk of Summer Court had been standing moments ago, then shifts his gaze back to me and Jean.  “Or another.”  He looks away again.  “Or many.”
     His words make Jean turn toward him.  I sense some aspect of her heart going out to him.  Feeling a sense of longing and pity for him.  She’s always trying to help.  I love her more for that.
     He smiles at the ground beneath his feet.  “And sometimes we have to sacrifice in order to keep those things safe.”
     Turning away, he steps toward the gate then stops.  He glances over his shoulder, the light of the swirling silver-blue vortex casting a halo about his body and whipping his raven hair about his pale face.  “It’s only after the fact that we see what our sacrifices have done.  Sometimes, we only make it worse.”
     Jeanette shivers against me.  I turn toward her, but her eyes are on the gate.  When I look up, the Hunter is gone.     
     For a long time, there is nothing but silence and stillness.  Jean and I in the dark and cold.  Finally, she shifts beside me and the next instant, a lance of artificial light illuminates the canopy above.
     Jean pushes to her feet and, holding the flashlight in one hand, offers me the other.  I look up at her and she smiles the glory of a sunrise.  “Welcome home, Timothy Rhynn.”
 
     
 



Epilogue
 
Jeanette
 
     When Tamrin kisses me at the altar, months of pre-marriage jitters fade.  There’s so much love and purpose in his lips–in the way he holds me cradled against him with the swell of our child in my stomach wedged between us – that I can’t remember why I was nervous about getting married in the first place.
     No matter what happens, I’ll always have him.
     He draws away from me, his dimple cracking his face as he laughs under the onslaught of birdseed and rose petals.  He slips an arm around my waist and helps me totter down the steps of the chapel altar.  I can’t help laughing and crying at the same time.  Jostled and bemused by ribbons, flowers, flashes, excited expressions, and shouted cheers.  We’re in a whirlwind of everything good and wonderful in the world.
     Standing beside Dad and Emily, Amber, Celeste, Andy from fencing, and Connor – who looks more disgruntled and out of place than ever, we receive people, hugs, kisses, and well wishes.
     Celeste slips close and whispers in my ear.  “Are you okay?  Do you need water?”
     I giggle at her.  “I’m fine Celeste, never better.”
     Tam leans close.  “Isn’t it my job to be all worried about the pregnant woman?”
     Squeezing his hand, I whisper, “Are you jealous?”
     He squeezes back, his dimple emerging again.  “Terribly.”
     “You know how much I appreciate you,” I tease back.  I appreciate all of them.  It’s not easy to deal with being a pregnant girl in high school.  The looks and whispers, the glee everyone takes in mocking the goodie-goodie principal’s daughter’s fall from grace.  They had a field day.  I’d never wish it on anyone.  But I had Tam by my side.  I had Emily and Amber keeping everything normal and fun.  And I had Celeste who was my fiercest defender.  She even got in a fist fight with Chelsea Grotto after Chelsea had the nerve to call me a whore.
     As the receiving line dwindles, hasty plans are made on who will drive whom, and directions to the reception hall are clarified.  Before I know what’s happening, I’m standing with my father and Tamrin, alone on the sidewalk.  I’m conscious that Tamrin’s arm hasn’t unfastened from my waist for some time.   It’s like he’s holding me up while finding stability in my presence.
     Though the Bend that the Aos Si, Leah, created is still working as strongly as ever on the people around us and the gifts that he was given have not faded, the magic of such things is lost for Tamrin.  Never again will he return to Otherworld.  Never again will he be part of the immortal world of the Aos Si.  Never again will he glow with faerie light.  He’s capable of recalling the many gifts that were bestowed upon him as a knight but he wants to be human again, so I pretend I don’t notice him watching the faeries that play at the edge of the park or talking to the one that follows him around like a pet.
     We’ve agreed to bury his previous identity as Timmy.  He refused to go to Leah and ask her to drop the Bend.  He knows the price he’d have to pay to her.  Plus, he thinks it would be less traumatic for his parents.  How would he explain where he’s been for the past seven years?
     “Everything ready to go?”  Dad asks, his eyes full of pride.  It had been tough telling him about the baby.  But Tam was there, diffusing Dad’s indignant, righteous anger and, for once, I was happy he has Dad wrapped around his finger.  With reassurance that Tamrin would stay home and watch the baby while I continue on to college, he seemed to calm down.  Now, Dad seems overwhelmed with joy at the idea of our family getting larger.  He has the son he never had.  He’s going to have a grandson soon.
     “Sure,” I say, voice tired.  
     Tamrin frowns at me.  “Are you all right?”
     “Yeah,” I say.  “It’s just so much excitement, you know?”
     He wheels me around and sits me on a bench in the shade.  “Why don’t you wait here, we’ll get the car.”
     Dad nods.
     Exhaling, I settle onto the bench, the billowing skirt of my dress swallowing me.  “Sorry.”  I try not to look sheepish.  
     I’ve been so sore and tired lately, I can barely make it through the growing May heat.  I wanted to get married sooner, but Tamrin wanted to wait until May 1st.  Apparently it’s a good day to marry in the world of fae.  He’d also wanted a hand-fasting – like how the Aos Si marry – but I bargained with him.  If I endured months of social ridicule as an unwed pregnant girl in a Catholic high school so he could get married on May 1st, then he’d better allow me to get married like a Catholic girl should.
     And because Tamrin had been Catholic in his human life, he is Catholic now and we married in the school’s chapel.  I may have done some wrongs and been a sinner, but I tried my best to atone and do what’s right.  I’ve been blessed tenfold since.
     Tamrin smiles at me and crouches down in front of me.  “There’s nothing to be sorry about.  You are wonderful.”  There’s a long pause and he glances at my father.
     Getting the hint, Dad clears his throat and says, “I’m gonna go on ahead.  I’ll see you kids in a few.”
     When he disappears behind the chapel, Tamrin leans into me and kisses me again.  Longer and more passionately tender than the one he gave me at the altar.  Like he can’t get enough, can’t feel alive without connecting to me like this.  
     When he draws away, his eyes are bottomless and adoring.  “I love you, Jean.  More than anything.”
     I smile.  “I love you, too.”  He’ll never know how much.
     He leans forward and presses his forehead against mine while he stands.  “Good.”  With a gentle kiss to my brow, he turns to leave.
     When he’s gone I settle back on the bench and wait.  The school’s parking lot is on the other side of the main building, so I’ve got a few minutes.  I close my eyes and let out a satisfied sigh.
     “That was a wonderful ceremony.”  The voice is a thousand tiny strains of existence shoved into a single high note sung to God.  The voice of an angel.  So much like the voice of the Hunter.  But far more beautiful, like God blessed her himself.
     Startled, I sit up and look around.  
     Holy Mother Mary.
     A woman sits beside me.  She’s wearing a delicate white lace cocktail dress, a large white hat, matching gloves and designer stiletto heels.  I stare at her, entranced.  She’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen, beautiful in a way that matches the Hunter’s beauty, but is far less tangible at the same time.  I can’t pinpoint anything about her features, not even the color of her hair.
     “I-I’m so sorry,” I stammer.  “I didn’t realize you were here.”
     She makes a face that exudes the same sort of emotional feedback as a warm smile, though I don’t quite see her features move.  “I get that a lot.”  
     Her eyes, possibly the clearest thing about her, other than her clothes, shift toward my stomach and I feel myself blush self consciously.  Her stare is like a predator’s, seeing through me to the innocent child inside. “When is he due?”
     I put my hand on my stomach, as if shielding him from her, though I don’t know why.  Part of me wants to think she’s God in a false form, another part warns she’s evil.  “Six weeks.”
     She looks away.  “You haven’t chosen a name yet, have you?”  There’s a knowing tone to her voice.
     I swallow.  The memory of my deal with that horrible Mushroom Woman is a constant brand in my mind.  It’s like a spell.  I can’t think of a name or a future for my child.  It’s frightening.  Not being able to see your child’s future, not giving it a concrete identity by naming it.  
     I haven’t told Tamrin about the deal.  After hearing the Hunter’s warning about how our sacrifices for the ones we love can backfire and after the way he looked at me, like he knew exactly what I’d done, I was filled with dread about the deal I’d made with the witch.  At the time, I hadn’t thought much about it.  Hadn’t grasped how surreal Tamrin’s world was, hadn’t really thought of Mushroom Woman as a witch. It’s just a name, just a purpose.  Your child’s name will be Bob and he’ll be a fireman.
     But after holding Tamrin’s writhing body as Roxel tortured him through shape shifting, after feeling the bites and the claws and the flames, after looking through the Hunter’s gate at the crossroads and seeing between worlds, after seeing the hounds of Hell and their keeper, I’m truly aware of what making a deal with a creature like the Mushroom Woman might mean for my child.  She could name him and proclaim him any number of evil things, could turn him into a monster with a single declaration, he could already be doomed to pain and misery.
     Tamrin keeps suggesting names and asking what I think our little boy will grow up to be.  I only say, “Let’s wait and see what he looks like to name him,” and, “He can be anything, he’s got you for a father after all.”
     The beautiful stranger’s voice pulls me back.  “You’re a wonderful young lady.  Very sincere and faithful.”
     I stare at her, not entirely sure what she means.  She snaps open a small purse I hadn’t noticed perched on her lap.  “I have something for you.”
     Confused, I lean forward, eyeing the handbag.
     She rummages through it like a woman on a mission.  Things inside click, but I can’t see them any more clearly than her.  It’s as though she’s wearing a cloak that causes the eyes to unfocus before sending the completed picture to the brain.  Something pops out and tumbles off her lap.  It hits the concrete and rolls against my shoe.
     A mushroom.  Delicate and green as pine needles in spring, with little yellow and white spots across the cap.  I’ve seen something very similar to it…in a cave owned by a certain witch.
     Suspicion making me wary, I bring my narrowed eyes back on her.
     She’s still rummaging through her purse, as though the tiny thing were Mary Poppins’ carpet bag.  “Oh,” she breathes in annoyance.  “I know it’s in here somewhere.  I worked so hard on it!  Ah!”
     She pulls out her hand.  In her thin, silk wrapped fingers she’s holding an equally pale slip of folded paper.  She extends her fore and middle fingers, offering the note.  “Here you are.”
     Unease burns into my bowels.  My next breath comes hard – like I can’t get air past the fists squeezing my lungs.  My heart hitches, beating wildly, sending dizzying adrenaline throughout every vein in my body.  I’m sweating and shaking, too afraid to move.
     This must be what Katniss Everdeen felt during The Reaping – an inexplicable fear, not for you, but the one thing in the world you love most.
     She waves the paper in front of me.  “Don’t you want it?  You did promise.”
     I turn wide eyes on her, feeling the terrified expression on my face.  She exudes a contemplative frown and withdraws her hand.  Clutching the paper in both hands she flips it open and looks down at it.  She seems confused and a little put out.  “I thought they were good.”
     I shake my head slowly, not trusting that this marvelous creature is the same terrible Mushroom Woman I made the deal with.  If she’s this powerful, she must be evil.  She must be the devil’s advocate.
     She bites a lip.  “Shall I read it aloud?”
     My hands come up and I snatch the paper from her and scream, “No!”  
     I crumple the page between both my hands, somehow hoping brute strength alone can scrub the ink off of the sheet.  I can’t read it, I won’t.  I’ll never look and then whatever she has declared won’t be true.
     She lowers her hands and sighs as she smiles.  “No matter if you read it.  The deal was made and words were written.  The child has a name and a purpose.  There is no other path for him.”
     Dread fills me.  “Why?”  I whisper, there’s anger and resignation in my voice.
     She stands and stretches, the sun bouncing off of her body like mirrors.  She looks down at me and repeats the same words as the Hunter did six months ago.  “It’s only after the fact that we see what our sacrifices have done.”
     As dread overcomes me and tears prickle my eyes, she walks away.  I shove the little paper into my glove, refusing to see the words.  I’ll never look. I don’t want to know what terrible thing she has written for my baby.
     Moments later, Dad pulls the car around the building and Tamrin gets out.  I’m too distressed to answer him when he asks what’s wrong.  I tell him I don’t feel well and want to go home. 
***
 
Tamrin
 
     Jeanette cried herself to sleep.  I worried she regretted marrying me, but she swore it wasn’t that.  She crawled into my lap and told me she loved me and loved our child.  The whole time crying and crying.  I assume it must be hormones.
     I pick up the dress she abandoned in a heap on the floor.  She looked so beautiful wearing it.  My bride, my wife.  The thought of having her with me will thrill me forever.  The thought of making a life between us is so wondrous I can’t even grasp it.   
     Smiling to myself, I twine the folds of lace and silk around my hands then pick up her gloves.  A small ball of paper falls to the floor.  It’s rumpled as though having been handled all day.
     Neko-Neko trots over and bats at it.  I push him away and pick it up.  Puzzled, I ease the delicate paper apart.  Underneath the wrinkled balling, it is folded into quarters.  I open it and read the tightly written words within.
     Micah 
     A Most Blessed Child –  a Reward for Purest Love and Unyielding Faith
Weird.  I wrinkle it back up and toss it to Neko.  He promptly gets to ripping it to shreds.  I smile to myself.  Micah, I like that.  It would make a good name.  I’ll have to suggest it to Jeanette when she wakes.  
 
 
THE END.
 
 
Now, turn the page.
 



Dear Reader,
 
You’ve just finished FOR YOUR HEART.  Whether you enjoyed it or not, you’re in one of two camps of people:  those who read it and felt something wasn’t quite right and those who read it and didn’t notice anything at all.
What you either did or didn’t notice is that FOR YOUR HEART is an issues book wrapped up in a shiny popular fiction wrapper, yet many issues remain undealt with.
Maybe you Camp Two people are mad at me for ruining it for you and I do apologize.  I realize we all run to fiction for a reason.  We want to escape from the harsh realities of the world around us.  But, whether we like it or not, those things we run from and ignore are reality.  Ignoring them isn’t going to fix anything.  Also, let’s not forget that the original fantasy stories – fairy tales like this very retelling is based off of – were cautionary tales, stories about all the bad that could happen even when living in a fantasy.
There are a lot of issues in this book: religion, sex, pregnancy, consent, rape, etc.  Some are dealt with more than others.  I purposely didn’t point out or deal with others.  I wrote the characters in this book to be like some real people, like some real teens – blind to reality, living in a fantasy.
I wanted terrible things to happen to my characters without them even realizing it.  I wanted them to come up with excuses for themselves and the bad things that others do to them.  I wanted them to blame themselves and feel peer pressure.  I wanted them to want to be loved.  I wanted them to judge each other by the cover.
I wanted them to be like we are: Real people, not fantasy people.
Some readers saw the terrible things, some didn’t.  Maybe everyone should have.  Maybe that’s a problem we should examine further.  We humans have an amazing ability to – for various reasons – ignore what’s wrong, thus allowing it to go on unchecked.
Many of my readers wanted to know why I was marketing a book with undealt with issues to teen readers.  The answer is simple: I want you, readers and parents alike, to be the ones to point out what’s wrong in the novel.  I want you to understand what things like consent and rape culture and victim blaming are so that when you see it in reality -- when it happens to you or someone you know -- you know it for what it is and can do something about it.  I want readers to think about the consequences of what they do and who they do it with.  I want readers to walk in someone else’s shoes before calling them names.  I want to create dialogue.
In light of that, I’ve created DIALOGUES FOR YOUR HEART, a free discussion and information guide for parents and teens which is available through my website: www.ALDavroe.com.  I hope that you’ll all take a look at it and that maybe it will help someone somewhere.
 
Thank you for reading!
 
-A.L. Davroe
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