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    1 
 
      
 
    “I can’t do this,” I said, staring at my reflection in the mirror. The gold crown on my head was heavy and uncomfortable. 
 
    Thorn appeared in the reflection behind me. “Yes, you can. You did it, Nova. You are the Queen of all the Fae.” 
 
    I still thought I looked ridiculous. Who would buy me as a Queen? I should be working at a drive thru or waiting tables, not ruling over an entire species. 
 
    Sighing, I removed the crown and placed it on a nearby chair. It was only necessary for formal occasions and meeting with the Fae Council was not that. I wasn’t wearing special robes either. Instead I was dressed in black slacks and a white blouse. I looked like I was going to a job interview, but it was better than jeans and a t-shirt. 
 
    I had been in charge for less than three weeks and so far, it involved a lot of boring speeches and meetings as the Council tried to figure out how they were going to sell me as the Queen. Old laws stated that males should be first in line, but since I was the last royal standing, I was entitled to the crown. Convincing the rest of the Fae would be the challenge though.  
 
    Asteria was a few thousand years old and adept at using her powers. I was an eighteen-year-old halfling who was still figuring out the basics of flying. Finding clothes to fit around my wings was a nightmare too. 
 
    “Do I really have to meet with them again? Can’t it wait until tomorrow?” I said, rubbing my arms. It was late September and England was chilly.  
 
    Thorn, the only person I had on my side now, placed his hands on my shoulders. “Stop doubting yourself.” 
 
    Easier said than done. “I just wish you could come in with me.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m not royalty. But I won’t be far, promise.” 
 
    He hugged me and I felt my body relax. He always knew the right thing to say. When I first met him, I thought he was a human, but he was a full Fae who only looked like one. Except for the pointy ears. He used to hide them under a cap, or under his dark hair, but since we no longer had to do that, he felt comfortable letting people see them. Kind of like me with my wings. Sure, they were cumbersome at first, but now I had some control over them, they felt natural. 
 
    “Okay, let’s get this over with.” 
 
    Leaving the bedchamber of the castle, we headed downstairs to the banquet hall where we held meetings. The castle was huge and it took some getting used to. I explored whenever I had the chance. Every time I found something cool, I would think – Roxy would love this. Then I would remember that I could never see her again. It hurt to send them all away, but what choice did I have? The Fae barely trusted me as it was. If I rocked up to the castle with a bunch of humans in tow, there would have been an all out war. It was my job to prevent that. To find a way to make peace between both sides. Thorn advised me to wait until they trusted me more, but with every day that went by, more humans were being killed. I needed to do this. I didn’t tell Thorn what I was planning, he would only try to talk me out of it. 
 
    As I entered the banquet hall, the Fae that were seated around the table, all stood and bowed their heads respectably. Still so weird. 
 
    I took a seat at the head of the table and they took theirs a moment later.  
 
    There were six members of the council, all male. They represented the different subspecies of Fae – there was a troll, a goblin, a Fae who looked similar to Thorn, except his skin was blue, a pixie, a guy who resembled Groot and one with hooves for feet. I felt like I had slipped into the Twilight Zone the first time I sat down.  
 
    “Good morning, Your Majesty,” the blue skinned guy said.  
 
    What’s his name? Avery? I really needed to get them nametags, I could barely remember the species, never mind their names. 
 
    “Good morning. Sorry to keep you waiting.” 
 
    “A Queen is never late, everyone else is simply early,” Avery said smoothly.  
 
    Kiss ass. 
 
    I smiled. “What’s on the agenda today?” 
 
    “We were discussing the issue of boundaries.”  
 
    “Our territory has been breached by his kind,” Groot said, waving a hand at the troll. 
 
    The troll leapt to his feet and started yelling at him in a Fae language. 
 
    “Enough!” I snapped. Every time! All they do is fight each other. 
 
    They fell silent, eyeing me warily.  
 
    Avery spoke, “My Queen, I understand your frustration. Perhaps a royal decree would fix the problem.” 
 
    “Can’t they just share the land,” I said. A second later, I realized it was definitely the wrong thing to say. All eyes were on me and they did not look happy. 
 
    I glanced at Avery. He threw back his head and started laughing loudly. After a moment, the others joined in, although not with the same enthusiasm.  
 
    “Not only is our Queen beautiful, but she is funny too,” Avery said. 
 
    When the laughter had subsided, they waited for me to solve the problem.  
 
    Knowing I would have to wing it, I said, “You each have your own territory, stick to it. Or lose it.” 
 
    A few of them grumbled but didn’t argue with me. 
 
    “I have some other business I want to discuss. I want to talk about the humans.” 
 
    “We are working hard to eradicate them, Majesty,” the goblin said. 
 
    “No! All violence against humans stops now.” 
 
    “But Your Highness, they are the enemy,” the pixie said, fluttering above the table. 
 
    “No, they are not. Here’s a royal decree for you. Any Fae found harming humans will be executed. Is that understood?” 
 
    They all nodded, but none of them seemed happy. 
 
    “What are your plans for them?” Avery asked. 
 
    “We are going to find a way to live in harmony. You are all about territory? Then we find somewhere for the humans to live in peace.” 
 
    “Your Majesty, there are nearly a billion of them remaining by our count,” the goblin said. 
 
    “A billion?” I didn’t expect there to be some many. “How did they survive?” 
 
    “A lot of them fled underground. Some have developed weapons.” 
 
    I leaned back in my chair. So many humans out there, living in fear, but at least they were alive. 
 
    “We’ll find a way. Start thinking of ideas.”  
 
    As they left the hall, I turned to Avery. “Thanks for the save.” 
 
    “Of course, my Queen. It takes time to get to grips with everything.” 
 
    I studied him. He was a kiss ass, but he seemed to be on my side. “How would you feel about becoming my advisor on all things Fae?” 
 
    His eyebrows shot up. “Your Majesty, that would be a great honor.” 
 
    He dropped into a bow.  
 
    “Great, because I need to learn fast.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dr. O’Neill 
 
    20 Years Ago 
 
      
 
    “I assure you I am qualified for the position, Phillip. You know I am,” I said, running after Dr. Haslem as he strode down the hall.  
 
    Why was he being so difficult? He knew I was more than capable of taking on this work. I knew it was a top secret project, but I was capable of being discreet. 
 
    He turned to face me. “Dr. O'Neill, this is beyond your capabilities.” 
 
    “I have degrees from...” 
 
    He cut me off. “No degree in the world could prepare for what we have.” 
 
    Now I really wanted to be a part of it. Had he discovered some kind of new species? A cure for cancer?  
 
    “I’ve worked eighteen hour days in the past, I have read everything you’ve ever written and I’m not going away. I can do this.” 
 
    Phillip heaved a sigh. “What do you know about the beings that came before humans?” 
 
    “Dinosaurs?” 
 
    He laughed loudly. “Oh my dear, no. I’m talking about something else entirely.” 
 
    He pulled a card from his pocket and handed it to me. “Come to this address tonight at midnight.” 
 
    I took the card. The address was in the warehouse district. “I’ll be there.” 
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    After the meeting, I headed outside to the castle grounds. In the center, lay a burial mound. My father’s final resting place. I’m not sure how the Fae deal with the dead, but I wanted to do things properly. A headstone had been erected with just his name inscribed on it. What else could I add? His date of birth? He was thousands of years old. Loving father? Ha, right!  
 
    That’s not fair, he never had the chance. 
 
    Yes, he did. He could have come to me as I was growing up, let me know he was alive, what I was. Maybe things would have been easier if he had. He could see the future, he knew about me, it couldn’t have been that hard. 
 
    I know Mom and Phillip experimented on him, but he survived and escaped. Where did he go?  
 
    I kneeled in front of the grave and busied myself clearing a few weeds that had sprouted. I was angry at him, not only because he ignored me, but because of how little time we had in the end. He dropped a huge bombshell on me and then he just died.  
 
    The final battle is yet to come.  
 
    What the hell did that mean? Who would I have to fight? Asteria was dead, although no one had found the body, but there was no way she could have survived the poison. Scavengers probably took the body.  
 
    I’m not stupid, I knew plenty still opposed me. Maybe the other Fae will turn against me. I could end up buried beside my father.  
 
    Pushing that thought away, I considered my options. The Fae could be confined to the UK. That would leave the rest of the world for the humans. For any in hiding, we could get them boats to take them away. 
 
    “What do you say, Dad?” I said softly. “Think it will work?” 
 
    It occurred to me that I didn’t have anything of his. No keepsake or even proof that he was ever here. How was that possible? He was thousands of years old and he never left a mark on the world? Other than me, of course.  
 
    Asteria held him prisoner, she might have something. Heading back inside, I returned to the bedchamber. 
 
    I pulled the room apart, searching for anything that belonged to my father. Some small piece of him. 
 
    Asteria kept dozens of weird looking artefacts in her room. I wondered where they all came from and what she needed them for. 
 
    Sitting on a crowded table was a large crystal ball, about the size of a soccer ball. I lifted it, holding it up to the light. Tiny little specks of light glowed from within it. 
 
    Pretty. 
 
    I placed it back on the table. The truth was anything here could have belonged to my father.  
 
    Maybe I shouldn’t get rid of any of it. Not yet anyway. 
 
    Sitting on the bed, I put my head in my hands, feeling like a failure. 
 
    A loud boom came from outside, making the room shake. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” 
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    As I reached the main hall, the far doors opened and two of my soldiers marched in, dragging two familiar faces with them.  
 
    “Enzo? Roxy? What the hell is going on?” 
 
    Enzo shook the guard off, a scowl on his face. How did they get in here? 
 
    “We came to rescue you,” Roxy said. Her blonde hair was a mess and they both looked like they had been sleeping rough. 
 
    “Rescue me? What the hell was that noise?” I demanded.  
 
    “A grenade,” Enzo said. 
 
    Sighing angrily, I motioned for the guards to release them. “Leave us.” 
 
    Once the guards were gone, I face my friends. “You shouldn’t have come here. I don’t need rescuing.” 
 
    Roxy stepped toward me. She reached out a hand, but I instinctively backed away. 
 
    “Nova, please. We know this wasn’t your idea. It was that Thorn guy, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “No, I made the decision myself. I can’t be seen to favour humans, not until I can get the Fae to trust me.” 
 
    Enzo paced around the room, his body tense. “She’s not going to listen to you, Roxy. She’s been brainwashed.” 
 
    “I haven’t been brainwashed!” I snapped. Is this what they were saying back on the boat? 
 
    Roxy clasped my hand in hers before I could avoid it. “Please come back to the boat with us. Now while we still have a shot.” 
 
    “I said no. You should leave.” 
 
    I turned away, to see Thorn enter the room. “What’s going on?” he asked. 
 
    Enzo ran at him, grabbing him by the shirt. 
 
    “Stop it!” I screamed. 
 
    They started fighting, throwing punches at each other.  
 
    “Stop, Enzo, he’s not worth it,” Roxy yelled. She rushed forward to grab hold of Enzo but got an elbow in the face for her trouble.  
 
    “Enough!” I bellowed, rising up off the ground. I hit them both with a heat blast, knocking them both on their asses. 
 
    Clutching her bloody nose, Roxy looked up at me with fear in her eyes. It hurt to see it, but I couldn’t deny what I was. 
 
    Enzo and Thorn got to their feet, glaring at each other. Two guards rushed into the room. 
 
    “Your Majesty?” one of them said. 
 
    “Take these two to the dungeon.” 
 
    Roxy’s eyes widened in shock. “What? No, you can’t do this.” 
 
    Moving to Thorn, I checked his wounds. He had a cut above his left eye and a split lip.  
 
    The guards dragged Enzo and Roxy from the room, as they screamed in protest. 
 
    “You should just kill them,” Thorn said, spitting out blood. 
 
    “I’m not going to do that. A night in the dungeon will show them that it is a bad idea to come here.” 
 
    I reached out to him, but he backed away. “I know you care about the humans, but I guarantee you, this will come back to bite you in the ass.” 
 
    He walked away. 
 
    Great, now he hates me too. 
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     I noticed Avery lingering in the doorway and motioned for him to come in.  
 
    “Have you come to tell me that helping the humans is a bad idea too?” 
 
    He clasped his hands in front of him. “Your Majesty it is important that you show your people what kind of leader you will be.” 
 
    “I won’t be the kind that kills humans. There will be peace.” 
 
    He sighed. “Peace is not something either side is familiar with. Humans were at war every day, killing each other without a second thought. Many have tried to bring peace, but the truth is, I don’t think it exists.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean we stop trying to find it. I’m not asking humans and Fae to walk around hand in hand. What if we pick a piece of land for ourselves and allow the humans the rest of the world?” 
 
    He shook his head. “We used to have the run of the whole world, there is no way the Fae will agree to that. Being confined would create anarchy.” 
 
    “Well we are just going to have to convince them, because I don’t see any other way.” 
 
    “Then I will speak to the leaders, see if they will meet with you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    20 Years Ago 
 
    Dr. O’Neill 
 
      
 
    As I pulled up to the warehouse, I wondered what would be waiting for me inside.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, I quickly checked my reflection in the visor mirror. My face was flushed with excitement.  
 
    “Don’t screw this up,” I muttered to myself. 
 
    Getting out of the car, I headed for the front door. There was a buzzer on the wall beside it. Pressing the button, someone said, “State your business.” 
 
    “Hi, Dr. Haslem asked me to meet him here. I’m Dr. O’Neill.” 
 
    There was a long pause before the door opened. I stepped into semi darkness.  
 
    “Hello?” I called, my voice echoing. 
 
    For one awful moment, I wondered if this was some kind of hazing. This place was creepy and it was not a sanctioned lab.  
 
    Maybe he just lured me out here to murder me. 
 
    “Dr. O’Neill.” 
 
    I jumped at the sound of Phillip’s voice. He came toward me, carrying a flashlight. “Is there something wrong with the electrics?” 
 
    “No sense in drawing attention to this place. Follow me.” 
 
    He led me through the warehouse to a set of stairs which led down.  
 
    No turning back now. 
 
    At the bottom, he punched a code into a keypad on the wall and the door opened. 
 
    He turned to face me. “Dr. O’Neill you can never speak of this to anyone. Are we clear?” 
 
    I nodded. “Of course not. I signed the NDA you sent me.” 
 
    He studied me for a moment, then headed inside. The hallway beyond was brightly lit, making me wince after being in the darkness. 
 
    Several rooms led off the hallway. I could see lab equipment inside, testing rooms. “This is quite the setup.” 
 
    “I’m funding it myself. I can’t have outside influences messing this up.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell me what you are working on?” I said, jogging to catch up with him.  
 
    “No. I’m going to show you.” 
 
    We stopped at the room at the end of the hall. This one was secured by a biometric scanner. The door opened and I felt my stomach flutter. Ahead of us, was a huge metal cage. Phillip motioned for me to step forward.  
 
    I moved slowly forward. In the cage, lay a man. Or at least, I thought it was a man. He was impossibly tall, wearing a dirty white robe, matching his hair which fell to his waist. 
 
    “I don’t…Why is this man in here?” Did he have some kind of exotic disease? 
 
    “That’s not a man,” Phillip said. 
 
    “Then what is he?” 
 
    “What came before. That, Dr. O’Neill, is a Fae.” 
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    I headed down to the dungeon to check on Enzo and Roxy. They’d had a few hours to cool off, hopefully they would be more cooperative.  
 
    “Nova!” Roxy cried, throwing herself at the bars. “Let us out.” 
 
    “I will. Once I’m sure you won’t pull something like this again.” 
 
    Enzo got to his feet. “We risked a lot to come here. How could you do this? How could you turn on your own kind?” 
 
    “My own kind?” I flapped my wings, kicking up dust. “I don’t have a kind. I’m both and neither. I’ll never fit in anywhere. I chose the Fae because they didn’t experiment on me or lock me away.” 
 
    “No, they just eat people.” 
 
    I crossed my arms. “I’m better off with them.” 
 
    “Better off with him you mean.” 
 
    He turned his back on me, while Roxy watched us both. 
 
    “Please not the jealousy thing again. Could you really be with me like this?” 
 
    He glanced back at me. “I guess we’ll never know.” 
 
    “You’ll be released in the morning. Don’t come back here.” 
 
    Returning to my room, Thorn was in the bathroom, tending to his wounds.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
    “Fine. Nothing that won’t heal.” 
 
    “I’m sorry he attacked you. It won’t happen again.” 
 
    He turned to face me. “He came in here with a grenade. What if he killed someone?” 
 
    I knew he was right. Enzo would happily kill any Fae that got in his way. If I let that happen, then I would be no better than him. 
 
    “I’ll send them back. I promise it won’t happen again.” 
 
    He placed his hands on my shoulders. “I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again – you need to let go of your human side. It’s what is best for everyone.” 
 
    Sighing, I pushed his hands away. “You have been the one person I can rely on, don’t start acting like everyone else. You don’t get to tell me what to do.” 
 
    I stalked out of the bathroom.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Thorn said. “I’m not trying to tell you what to do. I worry about you. You have a real future here. I don’t want anyone to mess that up.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m sure the only one who’ll screw up my future is me,” I joked. “I spoke to the council about the humans. About giving them somewhere to live.” 
 
    “Nova, we talked about this. You need more time to become established…” 
 
    “Thorn!”  
 
    He held up his hands. “Sorry. You know what’s best.” 
 
    I hope I do. 
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    Avery met me in the morning to go over my day. We headed into the throne room. 
 
    “I have sent a message to the Fae leaders from around the world. They are willing to meet for a summit in a few days.” 
 
    “How likely are they to agree with me?” 
 
    “Well as a Fae with one of the most powerful abilities around, technically you could decimate them.” 
 
    That would go over well. “I’ll take it under advisement.” 
 
    “As you requested, the humans have been freed and warned not to return.” 
 
    Good, hopefully they would listen.  
 
    “There is of course another way to solidify power,” Avery said. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “If you were to take a Fae husband, perhaps bear children one day.” 
 
    “I’m nineteen.” 
 
    “Monarchs have married much younger than nineteen.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    He pursed his lips. “No? From what I’ve seen, you’re already involved with a Fae. Young Thorn.” 
 
    I flushed red. “That is nobody’s business.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “And I’ve no intention of marrying him.” 
 
    “Someone higher up than him would be more appropriate.” 
 
    “It’s not an option. Please drop it.” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    Marriage was not the answer, I would keep working at developing my power. If anyone wanted to go against me, then I would fight them. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    20 Years Ago 
 
    Dr. O’Neill 
 
      
 
    “A Fae? What the hell is that?” I asked. 
 
    “Fae? Fairies, the Sidhe. You’ve never heard the stories?” Phillip asked, slowly circling the cage. 
 
    “I mean, yeah, of course I’ve heard of fairies. But they’re make believe.” 
 
    “The stories came from a real source. They’ve changed over the years, but I assure you the Fae did exist, thousands of years ago.” 
 
    “Well this guy is hardly thousands of years old.” 
 
    “Actually, he is. We’ve been running tests.” 
 
    “This is crazy. I thought you were a serious scientist.” 
 
    Phillip’s eyes narrowed. “Oh I am. You have no idea what we have here. The secret to extending life, a connection to another dimension. The possibilities are endless.” 
 
    Shaking my head, I left the room. How could he feed me this cock and bull story?  
 
    “Dr. O’Neill! We have proof.” 
 
    That made me pause. “What kind of proof?” 
 
    “Video footage. He’s compliant now, but when he first arrived, well…come see for yourself.” 
 
    He opened the door to the security room, ordering the man at the desk to pull up footage from when they brought the man in. 
 
    The image flicked up on screen, of the man being half dragged, half carried through the hallway. His head whipped up and suddenly the men holding him were flying through the air. It was like the man released some kind of concussive blast. More men descended on him. The one who reached him first, erupted in flames.  
 
    I turned away. “What the hell?”  
 
    “I told you. It took the entire team to put him down. He seems to have a sensitivity to iron. The cage is made of it. So far, he hasn’t been able to use his abilities while inside it.” 
 
    My mind was reeling with the possibilities.  
 
    “Ready to get to work?” he asked, looking smug. 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    7 
 
      
 
     “Concentrate,” Thorn urged. 
 
    Hovering in the air, I formed a fireball in my hand, eyeing my target. Taking a breath, I tossed the fireball. It sailed over the top of the target, hitting a tapestry on the wall behind it. It instantly caught on fire. 
 
    “I’ve got it,” Thorn said, rushing forward with a fire extinguisher. He doused the flames as I returned to the floor. 
 
    “Can we just call it a day?” I asked. 
 
    We’d been in the training room all afternoon. So far, it had not gone well. I couldn’t focus and if I couldn’t hit a stationary target, I wasn’t going to be in any shape to fight an army of Fae. 
 
    The final battle is yet to come. 
 
    The words kept playing on a loop in my head. It was maddening.  
 
    “Why don’t we get out of here for a while?” Thorn asked. 
 
    I sighed. “And go where?” 
 
    He grinned at me. “I know a place.” 
 
    He led me down to the small lake outside the castle. “Shall we?” he asked, pulling a small wooden boat to shore. 
 
    Giggling, I stepped in and he followed. He pushed off from shore and we glided over the water. I finally felt my body relax. 
 
    “This is nice,” I said. 
 
    Thorn rowed to the middle of the lake. The sky was lit up with hundreds of fireflies. It was beautiful.  
 
    “This is perfect.” 
 
    “I knew you’d like it.” 
 
    “What is this in aid of?” I asked, trailing my hand through the water. 
 
    “I know things have been hard lately, but I want to tell you something.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    He reached out and took my hands in his. “I want you to know that I will always stand by you, no matter what. You have my loyalty and my love.” 
 
    “Oh, Thorn,” I whispered. 
 
    He leaned forward, kissing me gently.  
 
    “I’m always going to be on your side.” 
 
    I smiled. If I had to marry someone, would I pick Thorn?  
 
    I think I would. 
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     “Does it have to be so tight?” I said, as I was cinched into my new gown. 
 
    The Fae in charge of dressing me, gave me a sharp look. “Yes.” 
 
    I wasn’t going to argue with her, she was scary looking.  
 
    The gown was beautiful, white with gold stars, but it was so uncomfortable. It did have room for my wings though. 
 
    When the crown was placed on my head, I had to admit, I did look quite regal. 
 
    The leaders were waiting for me in the grand hall. I needed to get this right.  
 
    Avery told me there would be representatives for all the continents. They really were spread right across the world. 
 
    I just wish Thorn could come in with me. 
 
    Avery met me at the door. 
 
    “Are you ready, Your Majesty?” he asked, offering his arm. 
 
    “As I’ll ever be,” I muttered, taking it. 
 
    The room fell silent as we entered. The leaders lined up to greet me. I noticed that they were all similar to Avery, in that they looked mostly human. I wondered if that meant they had the most power. 
 
    Avery whispered the name of each leader in my ear before I approached them. 
 
    Once the introductions were out of the way, we all took a seat around the table. 
 
    I stood, my heart thumping. “I have brought you all here to discuss the future of our world. I want peace with the humans. The only way I can see to do that is to divide up the land. Give the humans a place to live where we won’t interfere.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous, the earth is ours!” one of them snapped. 
 
    Avery stepped forward to say something, but before he could, the Fae to my right spoke, “Gentlemen, let’s calm down and see what the Queen has to say.” 
 
    He smiled at me. He had long black hair and lilac colored skin. He placed a hand on his chest. “Leopold, my Queen.” 
 
    “Thank you, Leopold,” I replied. “The Fae will still have the majority, but there is plenty of land for us all to share.” 
 
    One of the Fae opposite me said, “Maybe we would consider giving up an island somewhere. It’s more than they deserve.” 
 
    “Everyone won’t fit on an island.” 
 
    He leaned forward. “I don’t care. We were confined for long enough, we should be able to move freely through this world.” 
 
    “The alternative is that you all learn to live in peace, side by side.” 
 
    “Humans are violent creatures. They have already come up with ways to attack us. We can’t give them the opportunity to do it again.” 
 
    “They’re violent? How many has our kind eaten?” I cried. 
 
    Avery put a hand on my shoulder. “I think what her Majesty is saying is that there is blame on both sides.” 
 
    “Your Majesty, we have them on the ropes. All you need do is give the word and we will eliminate them all.” 
 
    “No! That will never happen.” 
 
    “Then we have nothing to talk about.” 
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    “Well that went well,” I grumbled, when the leaders were gone.  
 
    Avery trailed behind me. “One of them might be swayed, if you agree to marriage.” 
 
    “You’re really pushing this whole marriage thing. I told you, no.” 
 
    “I understand your hesitance, but unfortunately monarchs do not have as much free rein as they think. Sometimes sacrifices have to be made.” 
 
    “Really? Tell me, did Asteria take a husband?” 
 
    Avery sighed. “No, she did not. But she was an established member of the royal family, no one dared go against her because of her power.” 
 
    “And yet, she was killed with a simple poison. Not so strong after all.” 
 
    “Poison?” Avery said. 
 
    I realized that he didn’t know. I quickly changed the subject, I couldn’t let him know that my mother was responsible. It might make her a bigger target than she already was. 
 
    “Organize another meeting with them. Maybe one on one, it might be easier to convince them that way.” 
 
    “Very good, Your Highness.” 
 
    “I’m going to bed.” 
 
    I couldn’t wait to get out of this dress. Heading back to my room, Thorn was waiting. He must have just stepped out of the shower. He was wearing pants, but no shirt. 
 
    “How did it go?” he asked. 
 
    “Not good.” I closed the door behind me. 
 
    “I told you they wouldn’t listen.” 
 
    “Yes, I know. But I’m not giving up, I need to convince them that this is the right way. The only way.” 
 
    Thorn stayed silent. 
 
    “Avery thinks it would be a good idea if I marry one of the leaders.” 
 
    “Are you going to?” Thorn asked, draping his towel around his shoulders. 
 
    “No, of course not.” I took the crown off, setting it on the dresser. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    I turned to face him. “What?” 
 
    “It’s a good idea. It would prove that you are committed to the Fae.” 
 
    “Thorn? I’m not interested in marrying someone like that.” 
 
    He wrapped his arms around my waist. “You need to be smart. Lead with your head, not your heart. Or the Fae might turn on you.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” How could he even suggest something like that? 
 
    “It would be a marriage of convenience only. Besides, I could always be your consort.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Your husband would be the face of the Fae and I would be the one in your bed.” 
 
    He kissed me. “That sounds like something I could learn to live with.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    20 Years Ago 
 
    Dr. O’Neill 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stayed up all night, reading everything I could on the Fae. Unfortunately, most of it existed in children’s books. They spoke of Seelie and Unseelie Courts. Good and bad Fae essentially. I wondered which side our guest was on. Not that I believed in such ridiculous notions of good and evil. 
 
     Even the ancient myths made no sense. How did Phillip take this and come to the conclusion that they were real? 
 
    Closing my laptop, I rested my head on the desk. Phillip had provided a room for me in the building. It was small, but I would only be using it to sleep. And even then, I imagined that wouldn’t be very often. With the right amount of coffee, I could happily stay up around the clock. Phillip however, insisted on getting a few hours before dawn. 
 
    I wanted to go to the cage and study the Fae more, but I wasn’t allowed access on my own. Not yet, anyway. I would need to gain Phillip’s trust first. 
 
    Frustrated, I busied myself until morning, and when I heard Phillip emerge from his room, I rushed out to meet him. We almost collided in the hallway.  
 
    “You’re keen,” he said. 
 
    “I have questions. A lot of questions.” 
 
    “Of course you do. Coffee first,” he grumbled, scratching his chin.  
 
    I followed him to the small kitchen area. “How did you find him? I mean, how did you know that they existed?” 
 
    He switched the kettle on, leaned against the counter and yawned. “My grandmother was Irish. I grew up listening to her tales on the Sidhe. I never believed it though, I was always a man of science. Then when I was a research grad, we went to a dig site near Stonehenge. We unearthed a skeleton, not human. Tests were done, most people believed it was a hoax and the university buried it.” 
 
    “But you didn’t think it was a hoax.” 
 
    “No, there was something about it. I ran some tests of my own. The bones were older than anything on record. I started researching the area too. Local legends, old wives’ tales, all of it. I kept being pulled back to it. Then I heard a story about a man who would visit Stonehenge regularly, returning year after year. A man remembered seeing him as a child, but then so did his grandfather. The same man. Unchanged.” 
 
    “The man in the cage.” 
 
    He nodded. “I set up cameras around the area. I watched him for a while, then I captured him.” 
 
    “And you brought him here?” 
 
    “It was a long road. He escaped, before I knew about the iron. It all worked out in the end,” he said cryptically. I wondered how many people had been killed in his pursuit of this Fae. 
 
    “And he hasn’t said anything to you? Told you anything?” 
 
    “The tests we run tell us everything we need to know. Sooner or later, we’ll find a way to harness his power.” 
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    I woke up early the next day and headed downstairs, leaving Thorn to sleep. I liked when it was quiet like this. 
 
    As I came to the main hall, I could hear voices. “She said it was important.” That sounded like one of my guards. 
 
    “I’ll take it. That will be all,” Avery said. 
 
    I watched from the other side of the hall as he unfolded a piece of paper. He read whatever was written on it, then crumpled it up. He tossed it into a wastepaper basket and stalked away. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    I hurried over and grabbed the piece of paper. It was a note from my mother to me.  
 
    Who the hell does Avery think he is? He had no right to keep this from me. 
 
    The note was short and to the point, typical of her. Nova, look for a stone tablet. It’s important.  
 
    I recalled a stone tablet when I was searching my room. What was so important about it?  
 
    Taking the note, I headed back to my room to check it out. Thorn was still asleep. I lifted the tablet and moved into the bathroom for a closer look.  
 
    It was covered in weird glyphs. Was it a Fae artefact?  
 
    As I stared at it, I was shocked when the glyphs began to change shape into letters.  
 
    It’s a spell. Oh no, it’s the spell. The one to suck the Fae back into the earth. No wonder Mom wants it.  
 
    I should destroy it. 
 
    Using it would mean sucking Thorn in too. That was never going to happen. I raised the tablet over my head and brought it down hard on the edge of the sink. It didn’t even crack. 
 
    “What was that?” Thorn called.  
 
    Damn, I’ll hide it for now. 
 
    Grabbing a towel, I wrapped the tablet in it and shoved it in the cupboard under the sink.  
 
    “Nothing,” I called. I left the bathroom to find Thorn on his feet and heading my way. 
 
    “Sorry, I dropped something,” I said. 
 
    “You’re up early,” he replied, giving me a kiss. 
 
    “Yeah, couldn’t sleep.” 
 
    He headed into the bathroom and I breathed a sigh of relief. I couldn’t believe that Mom put me in this position.  
 
    I’m so sick of this. It’s time to stop messing around. I am going to make them listen to me. 
 
    If the Fae preferred to argue over territory and the humans just wanted to attack, then maybe it was time to bring the two of them together. I would form a new counsel of my own. 
 
    Heading downstairs, I summoned one of the guards. “I want you to bring a message to the humans on the boat. We work together or not at all. They need to come here to the castle.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “I can’t get near the beacon.” 
 
    “Find a way.” 
 
    I was in no mood to argue.  
 
    Now I needed to chew Avery out for getting rid of that note.  
 
    He was going through paperwork in the throne room.  
 
    “I want to talk to you,” I snapped. 
 
    “What seems to be the problem?” 
 
    “I saw you throw that note away. The one from my mother. You had no right to keep that from me.” 
 
    He sighed. “I was trying to help. I’m sure you don’t need any more distractions.” 
 
    “I’ll decide that for myself. I’m moving forward with my plan and both sides are going to work together.” 
 
    He got to his feet. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The humans are coming here.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a very good idea.” 
 
    “Luckily, I don’t care what you think. Speak to the council, we will reconvene in a couple of hours.” 
 
    Half an hour later, the guards announced their arrival. Heading down to the main hall, I found my mother, the General, Enzo, Roxy, Alwyn and Rat waiting for me. 
 
    The General stepped forward. “What do you want?” 
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    Mom pushed past The General to hug me. I didn’t return it. 
 
    “Did you find it?” she whispered in my ear. 
 
    “We’re not here to talk about that. Let’s go into the meeting room.” 
 
    I led them through.  
 
    “I need your help, to convince the Fae that we need to work together.” 
 
    There was silence before The General spoke, “It’s not so easy to lead, is it?” 
 
    I ignored him. “I’ve spoken to the other leaders about dividing up the land between Fae and humans.” 
 
    “And they agreed to that?” Enzo said. 
 
    “We’re still discussing it. But if we can work together, show them that its possible, I think they will come around.” 
 
    “Or they’ll kill us where we stand.” 
 
    “I won’t let that happen,” I said. But the truth was, if the Fae leaders wanted to, they probably could kill them. It really depended on whether they were willing to follow me or not.  
 
    “It’s a crazy plan, Nova,” Roxy said. “After everything they’ve done.” 
 
    “It’s never going to happen,” The General said. 
 
    “Then we keep fighting until one side wipes out the other. And I think we know which side will win.” 
 
    “Maybe someone should build a wall,” Alwyn muttered, moving away to study the tapestry on the wall. 
 
    “Not helpful. I’m not here to argue. You will either do things my way or not at all.” 
 
    They started grumbling. “Sit down,” I ordered, pointing to the table.  
 
    I sent for the rest of the council.  
 
    “What the hell are they doing here?” one member said. 
 
    “We are all going to sit down and talk.” 
 
    I laid out my plan, but they started bickering almost immediately. The Fae started slinging insults, while the humans screamed back at them.  
 
    I couldn’t take any more of it. I left the room to get some air and a break from the noise. 
 
    Leopold followed me. “It’s normal for them to be resistant,” he said. 
 
    “Why do they have to fight over everything,” I said, leaning against a column.  
 
    “It’s our nature.” 
 
    “Every time I think I’m getting somewhere; it all goes wrong.” 
 
    He leaned closer to me. “I have some sway over some of the other leaders. I could make them see things your way.” 
 
    “You could?” 
 
    He nodded. “Of course I would require something in return.” 
 
    I knew that was coming. “What?” 
 
    He lifted my hand to his lips. “Your hand in marriage.” 
 
    Why does everyone want to marry me all of a sudden? I couldn’t even get a date in high school. 
 
    The shouting grew louder and something smashed. 
 
    “Prove to me you can get them on side and I’ll accept your proposal.” 
 
    What choice did I have? 
 
    His smile grew wider. “Accepted.” 
 
    As he turned to go back into the main hall, I caught sight of something to my right. Thorn stood watching us. He heard everything. 
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    “Thorn wait,” I cried, chasing him down the hall. Knowing I couldn’t catch him on foot, I flapped my wings, soaring into the air. Flying over his head, I landed in front of him. 
 
    “Let me explain. I don’t have a choice, it doesn’t mean anything.” 
 
    “Nova I understand. I do. But right now, I want to be alone.” 
 
    He walked away, head down, shoulders slumped.  
 
    I can’t marry someone else. It’s not fair to him. 
 
    “Nova we need to talk about that tablet,” Mom said, cornering me in the hallway, as I headed back to the meeting room. 
 
    “I told you we’re not talking about it,” I said, trying to get by her. 
 
    She held her arm up to block my path. “It’s the only way to get rid of them all.” 
 
    “I’m not doing it!” I snapped. 
 
    Pushing past her, I headed for the hall. 
 
    “It’s what your father would have wanted,” Mom called. 
 
    I turned on her. “Don’t you dare talk to me about him. How would you know what he wanted?” 
 
    “Because he told me. Or rather he showed me.” 
 
    “What? When?” 
 
    “When we had him locked up, before you were born.” 
 
    “What did he show you?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    20 Years Ago 
 
    Dr. O’Neill 
 
      
 
    The Fae man had become more listless over the last few days. I wondered if he was dying.  
 
    I carried out my daily checks, noticing the uneaten tray of food lying next to him. He hadn’t eaten in days, but a fresh tray was brought to him each morning. 
 
    “You should try to eat,” I said. 
 
    He lay on his side, staring straight ahead, giving no indication that he heard me. 
 
    Glancing at the camera, I wondered if anyone was watching me. The last time I passed the security room, a few of the men were playing cards, so I doubted they were taking much notice. 
 
    Setting my clipboard aside, I moved closer to the bars. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    He continued to stare. 
 
    “Is there something we can do to help you?” 
 
    The obvious answer is to release him, but Phillip would never let that happen. 
 
    Reaching my arm through the gap in the bars, I nudged the tray closer to him. “Try to eat.” 
 
    His hand snapped out, clamping around my wrist. Gasping, I tried to pull it back, but couldn’t get free. 
 
    “You must see,” he whispered. 
 
    The room vanished and I was standing in a field. Before me, stood a young woman with flaming red hair. On her back, a pair of snow white wings. 
 
    “Who are you?” I called. She was clearly a Fae. 
 
    As I moved closer, I noticed that she was crying. She looked so sad. 
 
    “She’s the last.” The Fae man’s voice filled the air, but I saw no sign of him. A name popped into my head – Oberon. That’s his name. I was sure of it. 
 
    “The last?” 
 
    “It’s how it must be.” 
 
    I looked at the girl again. So young, so afraid. I felt sorry for her. 
 
    Was she out there somewhere?  
 
    I heard a man’s voice yelling and my hand was wrenched away, but not before more images filled my mind. I saw Oberon standing against an army of Fae. In his hands, he held a stone tablet. He read the words from it and the earth opened under the Fae’s feet. 
 
    “Bound by my blood, only with my blood can it be undone.” 
 
    The next thing I knew, I was back in the containment room, with an angry looking Phillip. He screamed at me for being so stupid. 
 
    “I’m sorry, it was an accident,” I said. 
 
    “The Fae can get into your mind. Stay away from him.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “I made a mistake, Nova,” Mom said. “I thought that I could change things for you. I didn’t want you to be alone and with Oberon gone, I thought releasing the Fae would be a good idea. I didn’t know there was so many of them.” 
 
    “And now you expect me to send them all back.” 
 
    “It’s your destiny, Nova. That’s what Oberon meant when he said you were the last.” 
 
    “You’re happy to condemn me to a life alone, without even trying to find a better way?” 
 
    “It’s for the best.” 
 
    “It’s your mistake, Mother. Live with it.” 
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    Leopold arrived the next morning with a map.  
 
    “I’ve discussed it and I have most of the leaders onside. We are willing to give up the following areas.” 
 
    He unrolled the map on the table. The areas were marked out in black. A few tiny islands and some space up north. 
 
    “This isn’t much land for a billion people,” I pointed out.  
 
    “It is all we are willing to surrender at this time. Perhaps after the wedding, I can try to convince them to expand.” 
 
    There was no way everyone could live like that, clustered together. Wouldn’t it make them more of a target? Spread out, they could hide. Together, they’d be easy pickings. 
 
    Or maybe that’s the idea. 
 
    “We should discuss our engagement,” Leopold said. 
 
    “Yes, in time. I have important business to attend to.” I left the room in a hurry. 
 
    What the hell have I agreed to? 
 
    “Hey, loser,” someone called. Roxy came jogging up the hallway toward me. 
 
    “See the crown? I believe the proper way to address me is Your Majesty.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “Seriously? You aren’t the Queen of me.” 
 
    I crossed my arms. We hadn’t really talked since the boat. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I came to tell you that you are a jerk.” 
 
    “Great! Is that all?” I stalked away.  
 
    “No. Don’t you want to know why?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “Well tough. How could you think that I would turn my back on you because of what you are?” 
 
    I stopped walking, turning slowly.  
 
    “I saw how you reacted.” 
 
    “It’s not every day that you find out your best friend has freaking wings and magical powers. I needed a minute.” 
 
    “So what are you saying?” 
 
    “I’m saying you are my sister and I don’t want to fight anymore.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    She nodded, tears in her eyes. I hugged her tightly.  
 
    “I’m on your side. No matter what.” 
 
    “That makes one person.” 
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    Morning brought new problems. Word had gotten around that humans were in the area and several Fae were threatening to revolt. Avery believed they would calm down if I went out to speak to them.  
 
    “Do you think that’s a good idea?” 
 
    “You will be well guarded, Your Majesty,” Avery said. 
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Enzo offered. 
 
    “Do what you want.” I was too worried about Thorn to care. He had locked himself away in one of the other bedrooms. 
 
    Is he going to hate me forever? 
 
    We made our way to the car. The Fae weren’t too fond of them, but it was the quickest way to get there. I let Enzo drive while I prepared myself. 
 
    What was I going to say? If I admitted that I was working with the humans, they could attack me. 
 
    Maybe they will but hiding it would be worse. 
 
    The guards directed us to the edge of a small town. Another dome was in place. We parked nearby and got out. The guards flanked me, while Enzo brought up the rear. 
 
    A goblin met us by the entrance to the dome. “The Queen, I presume?” 
 
    I nodded. “I believe your people are concerned about some changes. I’ve come to talk.” 
 
    He nodded, stepping back to let us in. “Oy, wait. That’s a human,” he shrieked when he saw Enzo. 
 
    “He’s part of my guard. Let him through,” I ordered. 
 
    “No human may pass, unless in chains.” 
 
    “I can wait by the car,” Enzo said. 
 
    I didn’t like the way the goblin was eyeing him. 
 
    “No harm is to come to him. Understood?” I said. 
 
    The goblin nodded. Enzo didn’t look happy about being left behind, but I wasn’t about to risk a fight. 
 
    We were led to a larger goblin, this one all white. He sat on a wooden chair, near a campfire. When he saw me approach, he got to his feet.  
 
    “Our new Queen.” He gestured for another chair to be brought out. 
 
    Once seated, he said, “I’ve heard some rumblings, milady. Some say you are working with humans.” 
 
    “I am. We’re changing things. Humans will no longer be hunted by our kind.” 
 
    He shifted in his seat. “Your Highness, while some of our brethren like to hunt the humans, they are far more useful as slaves. Around here, they are considered currency.” 
 
    I knew some Fae kept slaves. Alwyn was one for a time, but I didn’t know how bad it was. People being traded like that. 
 
    “You have magic. What could human slaves do that you couldn’t do yourself?” 
 
    “Plenty. Clean our homes, till the land. Why would we waste precious magic on menial tasks like that?” 
 
    “Well you’re going to have to learn. I want the humans released.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “I don’t think you understand what you are asking.” 
 
    “I’m the Queen. You will do as I say or you may have to rethink your territory.” 
 
    His claws dug into the arms of the chair. “Whatever you say, Your Majesty,” he said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Good. You have twenty-four hours to set them all free.” 
 
    Feeling more confident, I left the dome. As I approached the car, there was an explosion from behind me. My feet left the ground from the force of the blast. Instinctively, my wings covered me, trying to protect me. When they opened, the air was filled with smoke. 
 
    Glancing back, I found that the dome was on fire. My guards had been incinerated. 
 
    This was a trap. 
 
    A hand closed around mine, pulling me to my feet. A fireball formed in my hand until I realized it was Enzo. 
 
    “Run!” he said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Let’s rest for a bit,” Enzo said, as we crossed into a housing estate. We had been running for a while, although so far, no one seemed to be chasing us. 
 
    “Do you think that was it? The start of the big battle?” I panted. 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “Uh, nothing. What do you think that was?” 
 
    Enzo shrugged. “Maybe they didn’t like what you had to say.” 
 
    “But they blew up too. No, this was something else.” 
 
    “Well, either way, it’s not safe out here. We need to get back to the castle.” 
 
    “Any idea what direction its in? I wasn’t paying attention.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can get back there. We need to get a car though.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said, getting up.  
 
    “You have a…” he reached out to my face. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “A cut on your forehead.” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” I said. 
 
    “I have some band aids.” 
 
    Sighing, I waited for him to cover the cut. His face was incredibly close to mine. There was a layer of stubble on his chin and I remembered what happened the last time we got this close. He kissed me. 
 
    “Does it hurt?” he asked. 
 
    “No, it’s fine.” 
 
    His hand dropped to my cheek. I pushed his hand away. “Don’t.” 
 
    “I wasn’t doing anything.” 
 
    “I’m with Thorn.”  
 
    Pushing past him, I started walking.  
 
    “Nova,” he said. 
 
    “Come on. We need to get moving.” 
 
    He muttered something I didn’t catch. I forced myself to keep walking. I wasn’t going there. 
 
    As we crossed the road, someone gave a battle cry and charged at us. A Fae. Enzo shot him in the knee, taking him down. 
 
    Forming a fireball, I approached him. “Not too smart, attacking your Queen.” 
 
    “I have a Queen and you’re not her,” he sneered. He was some kind of elf creature. 
 
    “Yeah, well she’s dead.” 
 
    He started to laugh. “No, she isn’t.” 
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     “She’s alive?” 
 
    “The poison weakened her, but she survived. And she is amassing an army, the likes you’ve never seen. She will take back her crown.” 
 
    Enzo drove an iron blade through his chest, finishing him off. 
 
    My heart started to pound. She was still out there. I should have known this was what Oberon was talking about. “This is bad. I don’t have a choice now. I’m going to have to marry Leopold.” 
 
    “You don’t have to marry anyone. You heard what he said. She’s weak. We can track her down and kill her.” 
 
    Could we? My power had no effect on her before, but maybe if we tried something else, we could stop her for good. “Not without more weapons. We need to get back.” 
 
    We arrived back at the castle about forty minutes later.  
 
    Leopold was waiting. I walked toward him, ready to tell him we would be going ahead with the wedding, if he helped me. 
 
    Then I spotted Thorn. He looked miserable. I couldn’t do that to him, I couldn’t do it to myself. I didn’t want to give up my life, marry someone like Leopold. 
 
    I’ve given up enough already. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Leopold asked. 
 
    “Yes, fine. I need to take care of some things, that’s all.” 
 
    “We really need to move forward with the wedding,” he pressed. 
 
    “I know. We will. After I deal with this.” 
 
    He bowed and left the room. 
 
    Thorn shuffled toward me. “Where have you been?” 
 
    “I had a surprise meeting with the Fae which blew up in my face and I found something out. Asteria is still alive.” 
 
    His eyes widened. “What? But the poison…” 
 
    “It wasn’t enough. But she’s weak, I need to finish her off.” 
 
    “Well, I’m with you,” he said. 
 
    “Really? You kind of disappeared.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I was dealing with everything.” He took my hand. “Facing her won’t be easy.” 
 
    “I know, but if the Fae find out she’s still alive, they might go back to her. If I go after her now, we stand a chance.” 
 
    “Just us? Or…” 
 
    “Enzo is going to help too.” 
 
    “And me,” Mom said, marching toward us. Enzo must have told her the news. 
 
    “You don’t have to come.” 
 
    “Yes, I do. Besides, I’ve been working on the poison. I’m sure a second dose would finish her.” 
 
    Sighing, I nodded. “Okay, it’s worth a shot. Let’s do this.” 
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    “You really didn’t have to come,” I said. 
 
    “I’m not letting you have all the fun,” Roxy said. She had a poker in one hand and a shield in the other. She had stolen it off one of the suits of armor in the hallway. I wondered if it was strong enough to withstand magic. 
 
    We were following Thorn across a muddy field. It took him a while to pick up Asteria’s signal, or whatever you wanted to call it. It was weak. 
 
    “This is serious. We can’t let her get away again.” 
 
    “We won’t,” Roxy said confidently. 
 
    I’m glad she’s so positive, but all I can think about is the fact that I’m walking into the lion’s den with almost everyone I care about in the world. 
 
    I was just glad we got out before Rat saw us. I didn’t need him getting hurt. Luckily, he was off exploring the castle. 
 
    Everyone else believed we were in a meeting and weren’t to be disturbed. Even Avery had no idea. They would figure out we were gone eventually, but hopefully we would be done by then. 
 
    A light rain was falling. It always seemed to rain here. It made flying slightly more difficult. I stayed on the ground for now. No sense in warning Asteria that we were coming. 
 
    I didn’t have a solid plan. Fire wouldn’t hurt Asteria, the poison didn’t work the first time. The only way to end this would be to stab her with an iron weapon. Surely, she couldn’t come back from that. I carried an iron blade. The thick leather gloves I wore, shielded me from being burned by it. 
 
    We came to the edge of the field, to a locked fence. Mom was the last one over. 
 
    “Hang on, I’m caught on something,” she said, halfway over. 
 
    I turned to go back and help her, when I spotted it. A winged creature swooping toward us. 
 
    “Mom, look out!” I screamed, breaking into a run. 
 
    Before I could reach her, the creature grabbed her, yanking her into the air. 
 
    “Mom!” I went after it, launching into the air. 
 
    It flew across the field, then dropped her. Swooping down, I reached for her, but I wasn’t quick enough. I watched as she hit the ground and lay still. 
 
    Anger swelled inside me. When the creature turned to come back for the rest of us, I blasted it, turning it to ash. 
 
    I dropped to the ground, running to Mom’s side. “Mom? Can you hear me?” 
 
    The others were running toward us, but we didn’t have a medic with us. 
 
    “Mom?” I shook her and she groaned. 
 
    She’s alive. 
 
    Her eyes fluttered open. “What happened?” 
 
    “That thing dropped you. Can you move?” 
 
    She tried to sit up, but didn’t get far before lying back down. 
 
    “I think I have some broken ribs.” 
 
    “Is she okay?” Roxy panted, skidding to a halt beside us. 
 
    “I don’t know. What was that thing?” I asked Thorn. 
 
    “It’s one of the Queen’s sentinels. Her eyes in the sky. She knows we’re coming.” 
 
    “And it’s just a coincidence that it spotted us?” Enzo said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “How do we know someone didn’t tip her off?” He looked at Thorn. 
 
    “This again? I’m not on her side! Anyone could be working for her. Anyone at the castle. What about Avery? He knows everything, he could be spying on Nova.” 
 
    “Avery doesn’t know we’re here,” I said. 
 
    “He knows everything. I’m sure he has spies all over the place.” 
 
    “Either way, we’ve lost the element of surprise,” Enzo said. “So do we go back? Or carry on?” 
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    Everyone was adamant that we weren’t turning back. Even Mom. She could still walk and that was enough for her. As it was close to nightfall, we decided to take shelter. 
 
    I offered to take the first watch. It felt like we were back on the road, but things were different now. 
 
    Watching the others sleep, I knew I had to fix this. It was me versus Asteria, that’s what it should be. No poison would save me now. Better it stay with Mom as a back up. 
 
    Lifting my bag, I sneaked away from our camp. It was easy to figure out where Asteria was, this close, even I could feel the power from her. Like it was calling out to me. 
 
    Could she feel me? If she could, I imagined I would be dead by now. 
 
    I’m stronger now and she’s weak. I can beat her. 
 
    It became my mantra as I made my way toward her camp. 
 
    The camp was surrounded by Fae, but most of them were asleep on the job. 
 
    Sneaking closer, I tried to be as silent as possible. I could hear her talking. Her voice sounded strained. 
 
    Pushing a branch out of the way, I took a peek. The sight almost made me throw up. Her skin had been eaten away by the poison, leaving bone exposed, like some hideous skeleton. How could she have survived that? 
 
    All this was because of her. I hated her, but if I rushed in there now, she could kill me easily. I needed to wait for an opening. 
 
    Then I’ll drive this knife into her heart. 
 
    Crouching in the bushes, I could feel my legs starting to protest, but I ignored it. I couldn’t risk giving myself away. 
 
    “Are we going to do this?” said a voice. 
 
    I jumped so badly I nearly fell over. “Enzo, what the hell are you doing here?” I hissed. 
 
    “I followed you. Didn’t think you were doing this alone, did you?” 
 
    “Did anyone else wake up?” 
 
    “No, they were all still asleep. What’s the plan?” 
 
    “We wait until it gets quiet and then I finish her off.” 
 
    At least an hour passed, before the other Fae left the clearing. The Queen was alone. Her head rested on the chair, her eyes half closed. 
 
    Gripping the knife, I was ready to go when someone stepped into the clearing. Ducking back down, I held my breath. 
 
    “You took your time,” Asteria rasped. 
 
    “It was difficult to slip away, Your Majesty.” 
 
    My heart stopped when he stepped into the light. Thorn. 
 
    What is he doing? 
 
    He moved up to the chair, leaning in close to talk with her. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but it was clear what was going on. He was on her side. 
 
    “I knew it,” Enzo muttered. 
 
    I couldn’t move. How could he do this? I trusted him. 
 
    When Thorn finished his conversation, he left. More Fae arrived, the Queen was alert once more, we had lost our window. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I choked. 
 
    Once we were clear of the camp, Enzo started swearing. “That traitorous scumbag. I knew he couldn’t be trusted.” 
 
    I stopped walking, leaning against a tree. It felt like someone had stabbed me in the heart.  
 
    “Uh, Nova?” Enzo said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He pointed at the tree. I glanced up to see that the branches had ignited. Quickly stepping away, I tried to rein it in. I couldn’t let anyone see us. 
 
    “We need to go,” Enzo said. 
 
    “I’m going to kill him,” I said. 
 
    “Believe it or not, I don’t think that’s a good idea.” 
 
    “What? You hate him.” 
 
    “True, but right now, he doesn’t know that we know his secret.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So we can use it to our advantage. This might be the only way to get Asteria. We use him and then we kill them both.” 
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    When we returned to camp, everyone was still asleep. Thorn lay asleep too, as though he never left. It would be easy to blast him with a fireball right now, but Enzo was right. He might be the only way to get close enough to kill Asteria. 
 
    “Everyone wake up,” I said. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Roxy grumbled. 
 
    “I’ve made a decision. We’re going back to the castle.” 
 
    “What? Why?” Roxy said, getting to her feet.  
 
    “It’s too dangerous. Especially with Mom injured. We’re going back.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Mom protested. 
 
    “No, you’re not. We’ll get more supplies, bring an army.” 
 
    Thorn approached me. “Are you sure about this?” 
 
    I couldn’t even look him in the eye. “I’m sure. Let’s go.” 
 
    Back at the castle, Mom was taken to the infirmary by Alwyn. I just hoped there was nothing more serious wrong with her. Hospitals were a thing of the past and I doubted the Fae knew much about modern medicine. 
 
    I hurried to my room to retrieve the tablet. Maybe Mom was right, they all deserved to go back into the ground. 
 
    Tears clouded my vision. I really wanted things to be different. But it was obvious now, there was no one I could trust. 
 
    I ran a hand over the carvings. Am I ready to follow in my father’s footsteps? 
 
    The bedroom door opened. “Nova?” It was Thorn. 
 
    Stashing the tablet, I left the bathroom. I wanted to hear him admit it.  
 
    “We need to talk,” I said. 
 
    “You’re right. And I need to go first,” he said. 
 
    “No, I…” 
 
    “I went to see Asteria.” 
 
    “What?” He was admitting it? 
 
    “It’s not what you think. I’m a…what do you call it? A double agent?” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “She’s smart and still strong despite everything. I thought if I pretended to be on her side, I could find out her plans. But I swear, I’m loyal to you. Always.” He took a step toward me, reaching for me, but I backed away. 
 
    “And did you? Find out?” 
 
    He shook his head. “It takes time.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to trust you?” 
 
    “Haven’t I proved my loyalty?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Have you?” 
 
    He looked hurt. “What are you going to do now?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But I’m going to need all the help I can get. So if you’ll excuse me, I have a wedding to plan.” 
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    “I can’t believe this is happening,” Roxy said, as she helped me into my wedding dress.  
 
    “Tell me about it.” 
 
    It had only been two days since we returned, but Leopold wouldn’t hand over his army until we were actually married, so I didn’t have a choice. 
 
    “You can still back out,” Roxy said. 
 
    “No, I can’t. Asteria will attack soon. We have to be ready.” 
 
    I moved to the mirror. The gown was beautiful. White lace with a sweetheart neckline. The kind of dress I used to dream about wearing on my wedding day. I just never imagined I would be wearing it at nineteen. 
 
    I tried not to think about what I was doing too much or I was likely to make a run for it. 
 
    “Shouldn’t your mom be here?” 
 
    I sighed. “It’s better that she rests. Besides, she’d only try to talk me out of it.” 
 
    Roxy lifted the veil, fixing it to my hair. 
 
    “What about Thorn? I thought you and him had something.” 
 
    I had avoided him as much as possible, no one but Enzo knew about Thorn. 
 
    “He understands why I have to do this.” 
 
    Roxy sighed, adjusting the train. “I think you’re ready.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    We made our way down to the banquet hall, where everyone was waiting. Roxy would be acting as my bridesmaid. She wore a simple green dress. 
 
    The music started as I stepped into the room. My heart was thudding in my chest.  
 
    Oh my God, I’m really doing this. 
 
    Leopold was waiting for me, dressed in a green dress coat. He wore a smug smile on his face. 
 
    And why not? He’s getting what he wants, a place in the kingdom. 
 
    Everyone wins but me. 
 
    I reached the end of the aisle and stepped up beside Leopold. 
 
    “You look enchanting, my dear,” he said. 
 
    “Thanks,” I muttered. 
 
    The ceremony began. A Fae priest read from a book in another language. 
 
    “You may recite your vows,” he said to Leopold. 
 
    Grinning, he began, “My love, I vow my loyalty, my land and my power to you.” 
 
    I forced a smile, although I knew his words meant nothing. No one was loyal to me. 
 
    The Fae priest turned to me. “Your Majesty? Your vows?” 
 
    Did I say the same thing? 
 
    “I, uh…” 
 
    An explosion rocked the castle from the outside. I fell to the ground. Leopold helped me up. 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “It’s her. Asteria is here.” 
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     Hindered by my dress, I had trouble getting upstairs, but when I finally made it up to the battlements, I discovered that the castle was surrounded.  
 
    Avery ran up beside me. “Seal the castle off. We can’t let them inside,” I ordered. 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    I hurried back downstairs. I needed to get a change of clothes, then we could go over our plan. 
 
    Tearing into my room, I extracted myself from the dress, pulling on a tank top and jeans. I needed to be able to move.  
 
    Thorn rushed in. “What’s happening?” 
 
    “Didn’t you get the memo? Your bestie Asteria is here to kill us.” 
 
    “I didn’t know, I swear.” 
 
    “I don’t have time to debate. We need to defend this castle. Go help shield the place.” 
 
    Pushing past him, I hurried downstairs. I spied Roxy. 
 
    “Rox, I need you down in the infirmary. Make sure my Mom is protected.” 
 
    “What? I want to help you.” 
 
    “Please. You’ll have the poison, you’ll be safe.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Fine. Be careful.” She hugged me tightly, then ran off.  
 
    There were more explosions from outside.  
 
    The other leaders were coordinating in the hall, the wedding forgotten. 
 
    “What’s the situation?” 
 
    “We’re surrounded. Our shields are holding for now, but it won’t be long.” 
 
    “What about your army?” I asked Leopold. 
 
    “They will be here soon. Then we can attack from both sides.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “We can pick up where we left off later,” he said. 
 
    I nodded. “Assuming we survive.” 
 
    Enzo was going over maps of the area. “Any sign of Asteria?” 
 
    “Not so far. But she has to be close.” 
 
    “Any way I can get to her?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Not right now. We can’t lift the shield.” 
 
    It wouldn’t take them long to breach though. I grabbed my iron knife. I needed to be ready. 
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    Leopold’s army arrived at sundown. We watched as they clashed with Asteria’s soldiers. 
 
    “How many men do you have?” I asked him. 
 
    “Ten thousand. More than enough to defeat them.” 
 
    I searched the sea of Fae for any sign of Asteria, but there was no sign of her. There was a cluster of trees about half a mile away. She could be in there. 
 
    Sparks flew through the air as the Fae fought each other. Some used weapons, but most used magic. 
 
    “This is good, they’re beating them back,” I said, watching as Leopold’s soldiers, clad in gold, cut through Asteria’s men. 
 
    “I told you, they are the best.” 
 
    “Get ready to bring the shields down once they’re defeated. Then we can go after As…” 
 
    Something caught my eye, coming from the trees. A huge fireball erupted from it and sailed through the air. It crashed into the middle of Leopold’s army, quickly engulfing them. In seconds, most of his men lay dead. 
 
    “This can’t be,” he whispered. 
 
    “It’s Asteria.” Clearly, I underestimated her. If she was able to wipe out an entire army so easily, then she wasn’t as weak as I thought.  
 
    I headed back inside. We couldn’t hold out forever. Our supplies would run out soon. Then what? 
 
    Mom was sleeping when I entered the infirmary. “How is she?” 
 
    Alwyn approached me. “Not too good. She’s in a lot of pain and we don’t have any meds. Her injuries might be worse than we first suspected too.” 
 
    “Is she…going to die?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know, Nova.” 
 
    “Just keep her comfortable, while I think of a way out of this mess.” 
 
    As I headed back upstairs, Rat came hurtling toward me. “Nova you’ll never guess what I found.” 
 
    “Can you tell me later, Rat. I’m sorry I’m busy.” 
 
    I found Enzo with The General. 
 
    “Leopold’s men are dead. We need to find a way to get to Asteria now.” 
 
    “If we lower the shield, the Fae will kill us all.” 
 
    “Well find a way! Or it won’t matter because they’ll get inside anyway.” 
 
    “Nova!” Rat said. 
 
    “Not now, Rat.” 
 
    He grabbed my arm. “But I found it. I found a way outside.” 
 
    “What? Where?” 
 
    “There’s a tunnel leading out of the dungeon.” 
 
    “I’m sure the shield covers it too,” Enzo said. 
 
    Rat shook his head. “It doesn’t. I made it out past the Fae.” 
 
    “That’s perfect. I can sneak up on her.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Enzo said. 
 
    Thorn stepped between us. “No. I’ll go with her. We both have magic and the less people there are, the less attention it will draw.” 
 
    “Not a chance,” Enzo said. 
 
    While they argued, I asked Rat to show me the tunnel. It was hidden past the cells. 
 
    “Where does it come out?” 
 
    “In a field, just past the Fae.” 
 
    “Thanks, Rat. Go back upstairs and help Alwyn, okay?” 
 
    “Be careful.” 
 
    Enzo and Thorn caught up, still arguing. We stepped into the tunnel and I gave Thorn the nod. He placed a barrier behind us, blocking Enzo’s path. 
 
    “Nova?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. It’s safer this way and if we don’t make it back, you need to keep everyone safe.” 
 
    We emerged from the tunnel, moving quietly. 
 
    “I know this may be a bad time, but it also might be the only time we get. Can you ever forgive me?” 
 
    I sighed. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You know it killed me to watch you marry that dick, Leopold.” 
 
    “Technically, we aren’t married.” 
 
    He reached out to take my hand. “Everything I do is to keep you safe.” 
 
    “Let’s talk about this later. After I kick Asteria’s ass.” 
 
    We approached the woods. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” I asked, hoping he at least had one. 
 
    “We don’t need one. She won’t be expecting us, so we should be able to walk inside.” 
 
    The trees seemed to grow thicker as we moved through them. 
 
    My shirt snagged on a branch. I tugged it free, stepping forward into a clearing. Thorn was waiting for me. 
 
    “We’re here,” he said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Asteria stepped into view, smiling. 
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    “My niece. I underestimated you,” Asteria said, stepping toward me. “You have your father’s spirit.” She was dressed in a blood red gown. My stomach heaved at the sight of her. 
 
    My gaze flicked to Thorn. He looked calm. This was another set up, he led me straight to her. 
 
    “How could you?” I whispered.  
 
    “Don’t be too hard on the boy. He has potential. He understands what it means to serve your Queen.” 
 
    “So the two of you planned all this? Leading me out here to my death?” 
 
    “Not necessarily. There is an alternative. The fighting can end. You can join me, live under my rule as the crown princess. I’ll even let you keep the boy here, since you are so fond of him.” 
 
    “Why the hell would I do that?” 
 
    “You’d be surprised how many Fae flocked to you. I guess they like the idea of younger blood. Why split their loyalties and spend years at war with each other when we could join together and defeat the real enemy. The humans.” 
 
    “Why do you hate them so much? It wasn’t their fault you were trapped.” 
 
    “Yes, it was. The spell required Fae and human blood to work. Oberon chose a human woman, someone he loved. Their pact sealed us away. He turned his back on his family, you don’t have to do the same. Choose wisely.” 
 
    I backed away from her. What she was offering was crazy. 
 
    “Nova, please. Think about it. You can be with your real family, no more divided loyalties. Just say yes.” 
 
    I pushed Thorn away. 
 
    “You betrayed me again. I hate you.” 
 
    “No, I’m trying to save you. You can’t win in a fight against her.” 
 
    “Wanna bet?” 
 
    I formed a huge fireball and aimed it straight at Asteria. At the last minute, Thorn threw himself in front of it. 
 
    Now I know where his loyalties lie. 
 
    I ran. 
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    19 Years Ago 
 
    Dr. O’Neill 
 
      
 
    I watched through the window as the baby was placed into an incubator. She was so small, but she looked normal.  
 
    Hard to believe she is half Fae.  
 
    After all his experiments, she was the only one to survive. That made her strong.  
 
    Phillip came toward me, removing his surgical mask. “The mother died a few minutes ago.” 
 
    I closed my eyes. “That poor girl. What now? Are you going to raise the child here?” 
 
    “We need to study her. Who knows what kind of power she could develop as she grows.” 
 
    The child was crying and the nurse seemed to be having trouble getting her to stop. Moving into the room, I said, “Is she okay?” 
 
    The nurse shrugged. “I don’t know. She seems healthy, but with her DNA, who knows.” 
 
    “Maybe she’s hungry?” 
 
    The nurse left the room to fetch a bottle.  
 
    I reached a hand in to the incubator and the child grasped it. I laughed softly. I’ve never had any desire to be a mother, but that didn’t mean I hated children.  
 
    “Hush, little one. Everything will be okay,” I said. 
 
    Her crying eased, as she looked up at me with huge blue eyes.  
 
    “What are we going to call you?” I mused. She deserved a name. Something special. 
 
    “Astrid? No, wait. What about Nova? That’s pretty. Do you like that?” 
 
    She stopped crying, staring right at me. I glanced up to see Phillip watching us.  
 
    The nurse returned with the bottle for her. I left the room. 
 
    “What?” I said to Phillip. 
 
    “We really don’t have the facilities down here to raise a child. Maybe it would be better if she was out in the real world, that way we could observe her without locking her away.” 
 
    “That’s absurd. Are you going to hand her over to social services?” 
 
    “No, Dr. O’Neill. The child needs a mother. You could raise her.” 
 
    I laughed. “What? That’s insane. I don’t know how to be a mother.” 
 
    “We can’t trust this with anyone else. You can do this. You will have full access and full credit when we go forward with the discovery.” 
 
    I glanced at the child through the window. “A full partnership?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    This was the opportunity of a lifetime. What project could ever come close to this again? There was no way I could walk away now. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll do it. I’ll be her mother.” 
 
    “You understand that it will be in name only. You cannot get attached to the subject.” 
 
    I nodded. “Of course not. I’m a scientist. I know the rules. Trust me, I’m not the maternal type.” 
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    I ran for the tunnel as fast as I could. 
 
    “Nova!” Thorn screamed. 
 
    I glanced back to see him chasing me. His skin was blackened and blistered. How did he survive that? 
 
    I stumbled forward, falling. When I tried to get up, I found that I couldn’t move. 
 
    Thorn was using his power against me. He caught up to me. “Please listen to me.” 
 
    “Get away from me.” 
 
    He pulled me to my feet. “I love you, Nova. Take the deal or we’ll all be killed.” 
 
    “I’d rather be killed than ever work with that monster.” 
 
    I brought my knee up into his groin. 
 
    Turning, I raced back to the tunnel. When I reached the dungeon, I fired a fireball into the ceiling of the tunnel, collapsing it. 
 
    There was no going back now. The only option was to re-enact the spell and to do that, I needed a human to help. Oberon used someone he loved, but did it have to be romantic love? If it was, I was screwed, but I was betting on it working with who I had in mind. Roxy. 
 
    “What happened?” Enzo asked as I ran past him. 
 
    “Thorn is on her side. If he tries to get through, kill him.” 
 
    I headed for the infirmary to grab Roxy. Mom was awake. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Mom said, as I burst into the room. 
 
    “I need Roxy, come with me now,” I said, grabbing her hand.  
 
    The next stop was the bathroom for the tablet.  
 
    “Want to tell me what we’re doing?” she asked, as I removed it from under the sink. 
 
    “Change of plans. We’re going to use the spell my father used, to suck the Fae back into the ground.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Seriously? But that means all Fae. Including Thorn.” 
 
    “Good, he deserves it,” I said. 
 
    “What? What happened?” 
 
    “He chose Asteria over me.” 
 
    “Oh, Nova. I’m so sorry,” Roxy said. 
 
    “We can cry about it later. Now I need somewhere to perform the spell.” 
 
    As we left the room, Enzo came running toward us. “The shield is down. We have minutes before the Fae reach us. They already killed The General.” 
 
    “I need somewhere to perform the spell, to put them all back in the ground.” 
 
    He looked relieved. “Let’s get to the roof. I’ll hold them off as long as possible.” 
 
    I could hear yells from downstairs. I needed to be quick or everyone would be killed. 
 
    We reached the roof. The whole castle was being rocked by explosions of magic.  
 
    I read the tablet. “We need to join hands and I say the spell. Then we need to spill both our blood on the ground.” 
 
    Roxy nodded. 
 
    “Nova, what are you doing?” Leopold yelled, charging toward us. He saw the tablet. “No, you wouldn’t.” 
 
    His face darkened and he ran at me. Before he could reach us, Enzo blindsided him, knocking him off the roof. 
 
    “Hurry!” 
 
    I started reciting the spell. As I did, the ground below us started to rumble. It was working.  
 
    We moved to the edge of the roof. I sliced Roxy’s palm, flicking her blood onto the ground below. When it touched the grass, the ground pulsed and began to swirl. A vortex opened. 
 
    “She’s going to kill us all!” A Fae shouted.  
 
    They all converged on us, coming from every direction, including the air. I threw fireballs at them, trying to drive them off so I could cut my own hand. 
 
    Enzo was boxed in.  
 
    “Nova,” Roxy cried.  
 
    I turned to face her, to tell her it would be okay, when she was hit by a ball of light. She toppled backward off the roof. 
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     “Roxy!” I screamed, diving over the side after her. I grabbed her arm just before she hit the ground, wrenching my own arm. We both tumbled to the ground, breathing hard.  
 
    “Thanks,” Roxy said. 
 
    “We need to finish the spell,” I said, getting to my feet. 
 
    Something hit me from the side and I went down again. I struggled against it, determined to protect Roxy. 
 
    The Fae surged at us, my back was against the wall. I had no room to fly. I lost sight of Roxy in the chaos. 
 
    I needed to get to the hole. It was open but it looked like my blood was needed to activate it. 
 
    Throwing my hands out, a blast of heat erupted from them, driving the Fae back. I lifted off the ground, searching for Roxy. Where was she? 
 
    A hand closed around my ankle, dragging me down. I hit the ground and the Fae scattered. 
 
    Asteria stood over me. “You couldn’t leave it alone. You had to be like him.” 
 
    I threw a fireball at her, but she batted it aside like it was nothing. She reached for me. I made a run for it, but suddenly found myself frozen to the spot. 
 
    Thorn grabbed me. “Don’t do this Thorn, please.” 
 
    “You see what she’s done? She wants to put us back in the ground. Finish her, Thorn,” Asteria screeched. 
 
    He hesitated. I felt his hold on me weakening.  
 
    “I’ll do it myself,” Asteria snarled. 
 
    She blasted me with a stream of fire. I closed my eyes, waiting to be incinerated, but when I opened them, I was fine. “You can’t burn me either.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but I can snap your neck.” 
 
    She stalked toward me. 
 
    Thorn pulled out a blade, stepping between us. He glanced at both of us, like he didn’t know which of us to attack. He made his decision, grabbing me around the throat, dragging me toward the hole. 
 
    “No!” I screamed. 
 
    Asteria laughed. “Even better. Let her spend an eternity in the dark.” 
 
    Thorn moved us to the edge of the vortex, while Asteria cackled like a mad woman. “This world is mine.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Nova. For everything. I never should have doubted you,” Thorn whispered. 
 
    I stared into the vortex, I didn’t want to be trapped forever. “Do you remember what you said? That you’d rather die than go back,” I said, twisting to face him. “At least do that for me.” 
 
    He smiled sadly. “I have to follow orders from my true Queen.” 
 
    The knife slashed across my cheek, making me gasp. “So I guess this is treason. I can’t kill you, but I can save you.” 
 
    He flicked the blood into the vortex. 
 
    “Thorn?” 
 
    “Goodbye, Nova.” 
 
    A fierce wind picked up and he was pulled away from me.  
 
    “No!” I cried. 
 
    I tried to reach for him, but the vortex picked up speed. All around me, the Fae were being sucked in. 
 
    Throwing myself to the ground, I crawled toward the spot where Roxy fell. I couldn’t see anything. I was struck several times as Fae flew past me. 
 
    Where is she? 
 
    The vortex wouldn’t pull her in, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t get hurt. 
 
    Shielding my face, I raised my head to look for her. Instead, I saw Asteria’s horrific face hurtling toward me. She grabbed my wings, clinging to me as the vortex tried to pull her in.  
 
    “You’re coming with me,” she screeched. 
 
    I dug my fingers into the ground, trying to hold on, but I could feel myself slipping.  
 
    “We’ll rot together. Side by side.” 
 
    I screamed as I was dragged back. I could feel my wing being torn. We reached the edge of the vortex. A hand closed around mine. I looked up to find Roxy, clinging to a rock.  
 
    “Hold on,” she screamed.  
 
    Asteria wasn’t letting go. She would pull us both in. I couldn’t let that happen to Roxy. 
 
    “Let go!” I screamed to her. 
 
    She shook her head. “No chance.” 
 
    “Nova!”  
 
    I twisted my head to see my mother staggering toward us. She grabbed Asteria by the hair, trying to pull her off me. 
 
    What the hell is she doing?  
 
    Asteria let go of me to strike my mother. She backhanded her, right before the vortex pulled her in. 
 
     Sobbing, I crawled toward Roxy, hugging her tightly as we waited for it to be over. 
 
    The roaring noise suddenly ceased and the wind dropped.  
 
    Slowly, I raised my head.  
 
    “It’s over,” Roxy said. 
 
    “Mom,” I said, hurrying to her side. She lay on the ground, blood leaking from her temple. She must have hit her head on the rock beside her. “Oh my God, Mom.” 
 
    Her eyes fluttered open. “Is she gone?”  
 
    “Yes, they all are.” 
 
    A flicker of a smile crossed her face. “Knew you could do it.” 
 
    “Get Alwyn,” I screamed to Roxy. 
 
    “No point. He can’t do anything,” Mom said.  
 
    “You’ll be fine.” 
 
    She reached out a hand to my cheek. “He told me. All those years ago. That you’d be alone.” A tear trickled down her face. 
 
    “What? No, I’m not alone. I have you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” Her hand dropped. 
 
    “No, Mom. Stay with me.” I hugged her. “Please.” 
 
    “I love you,” she mumbled.  
 
    Alwyn came running toward us. He was covered in cuts and bruises.  
 
    “Alwyn, please help her,” I cried. 
 
    He dropped to his knees beside her. Roxy pulled me away. “Let him work.” 
 
    I clung to her, feeling numb. I couldn’t lose someone else. I needed her. 
 
    Alwyn looked up at me. “Nova,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
    “No! She’s not…” 
 
    “I’m sorry, she’s gone.” 
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    Standing on the roof of the castle, I stared at the ground below me. The ground that now held all the Fae. And Thorn. The ground where my mother died. 
 
    They’re both gone. 
 
    I can’t believe he opened the portal knowing what it would mean for him. I couldn’t bear the thought of him being locked away like that. There was nothing I could do for Mom, but I could save him. 
 
    All it would take is one drop of blood and he’ll be free. 
 
    “Nova?” 
 
    Sighing, I turned to face Enzo. “What?” 
 
    “How are you doing?” he asked. His arm was in a sling, broken in the fight. Rat survived too, he had the good sense to hide. 
 
    I snorted. “How am I doing? How do you think I’m doing?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I know you’ve lost a lot. I know you cared about Thorn. But he did the right thing. Don’t cheapen that by doing anything stupid.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to!” 
 
    He sighed. “I don’t want to fight. I know you’re hurting, Nova, but right now, we need a plan.” 
 
    “A plan for what? It’s over. The Fae are gone.” 
 
    “Yes, but the humans need help. We’re going to have to rebuild this world and we’ll need your help.” 
 
    “What can I do? I’m the last Fae. If any humans see me, they’ll try and kill me. I can’t even fly anymore. Asteria wrecked my wing.” 
 
    “We can show them that you are on their side. Come on, Nova. Think about what it was like for us on the road. There are plenty of other kids out there who need help.” 
 
    “That’s not on me. If you want to help them, go ahead. Leave me out of it.” 
 
    I headed back downstairs, returning to my room.  
 
    Storming into the room, I started to pace. Damn Enzo for trying to lay that on me. What was I supposed to do? Look at my track record, I have been in charge once and I had to lock my people in an underground prison. I don’t exactly call that a success. 
 
    Lashing out, I swiped my hand across the objects on the dresser. Asteria’s crystal ball crashed to the floor, rolling under the bed.  
 
    Groaning, I bent down to retrieve it. As I was reaching for it, a small light appeared under the bed and flew at my face. Jumping back, I swiped a hand at it. Was it a firefly? 
 
    It flew behind me. As I turned, the light grew in size, until a woman stood before me. 
 
    “What the hell?” I cried, leaping up.  
 
    She was blonde, dressed in a white gown and a pair of gossamer wings were fluttering from her back. 
 
    I readied a fireball. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m Reigna. Where am I?” she asked. 
 
    “Do you work for Asteria?” Maybe she hid her away so she wouldn’t be sucked into the ground, although I imagined there was no one she cared enough about to do that. 
 
    “Asteria? Where is that foul Fae?” she demanded, a scowl on her face. 
 
    “She’s imprisoned. Do you want to tell me who you are?” 
 
    She relaxed, a smile appearing on her face. “I am the Queen of the Seelie Court.” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    Her brow furrowed. “You are Fae, you must have heard of the Seelie Court?” 
 
    Dousing the fireball, I shrugged. “I’m not fully Fae. I don’t know a lot about the Fae world.” 
 
    Reigna took a step toward me, reaching her hand out to touch my face. I tensed, but I didn’t think she would hurt me. There was something about her. 
 
    “You were born of the Unseelie Court, but you’re not like them.” 
 
    “I locked them all away, so no, I guess I’m not.” 
 
    She cocked her head to the side. “Oh child. You have the world on your shoulders. And you are hurt.” She held her hand over my wing and it began to glow. I jerked away, only to find that she had healed my wing. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    Dropping her hand, she walked around the room, taking everything in. “The Seelie Court is the home of the light Fae. The Unseelie is home to the dark Fae.” 
 
    “Like good and evil?” Did that make me evil? 
 
    “Sort of. The world needs balance. One cannot exist without the other. Asteria thought otherwise. She trapped us inside the orb. By the way, have you seen it?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah.” I grabbed it from under the bed. A large crack ran along one side of it. Was that how she got out? 
 
    “Wonderful. I’m afraid only you can release the rest of my kind. If you smash the orb, they will be free.” 
 
    I stared at the crystal. How many were in there?  
 
    “Less than you might think. Asteria decimated our kind when she came to this world. The few who were left were kept for her amusement.” 
 
    “You were already part of this world?” 
 
    “Oh yes. We helped the non-magical creatures, we tended to the trees and the flowers.” 
 
    She stepped out onto the balcony to take in the view. “It’s not as green as I remember.” 
 
    “Yeah, the non-magical creatures kind of screwed it up.” 
 
    “That won’t do at all. Well, we have work to do.” She turned to face me. “Can you release them?” 
 
    “Why should I? How do I know you aren’t lying to me?” 
 
    “I cannot lie.” 
 
    “Everyone lies.” 
 
    “I cannot.” 
 
    This was insane. After everything I’d been through, she wanted me to unleash more Fae onto it? No chance. I carefully placed the orb back on the stand. 
 
    “The Unseelie Court as you call them, decimated this world. They killed a lot of the humans. You wouldn’t be welcome here.” 
 
     Reigna looked distressed. “I’m sorry for the loss you experienced. We would never harm humans. In fact, most of the time, we go unseen. They don’t even know we are there.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Reigna. I can’t do it.” 
 
    She walked across the room, finding my crown on the chair. Lifting it, she held it up to the light. 
 
    “You are a Queen?”  
 
    Sighing, I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Not anymore.” 
 
    “Once, a long time ago, our courts were joined. We lived in harmony. It could be that way again.” 
 
    “I tried that, it didn’t work.” 
 
    “Not with us. I will make a blood pact with you, Queen of the Unseelie. Ask for anything.” 
 
    She was crazy. Things wouldn’t be any different. 
 
    Crossing my arms, I said, “Anything? How about a truce between Fae and humans? No killing on either side. And help to rebuild this world. Can you do that?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Really. What about territory? Are you willing to live separate from the humans, leaving them in peace?” 
 
    “It would pain me to do so, but if that is what you want, then I agree. In return, you free my people.” 
 
    She held her hand out, but I didn’t take it. “I can’t. I’ve made enough mistakes.” 
 
    “You doubt yourself. The Unseelie are known tricksters, you cannot blame yourself for what they have done.” 
 
    “If we’re tricksters, why would you trust me?” 
 
    “Because I sense the good in you. You are the last of your kind, that must be a terrible burden. But if you release us, we can make a new world.” 
 
    “It’s not my decision to make. I would need to speak with the others. See how they feel.” 
 
    “Do what you have to. I’ll await your decision.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “More Fae!” Lydia spat. Now that they others were gone, they no longer needed to remain on the ship and had made their way to the castle. The General was dead, so there was still debate over who would be in charge. We had gathered in the banquet hall. 
 
    “They’re not the same apparently. She says they are from the Seelie Court,” I said. 
 
    “I’ve heard of them,” Alwyn said. “They are supposed to be the good guys.” 
 
    “That means nothing,” Lydia said. I regretted letting her in here.  
 
    “If Asteria had them locked away, then they were hardly on her side.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean they are on ours,” she said. 
 
    “What if we get her to prove that she’s on our side first?” Enzo suggested. 
 
    “You want to let them out?” I asked, shocked that he would ever consider it. 
 
    “No, but we could use her. Make her help us. Then we can make the decision later.” 
 
    “Use her, you mean?”  
 
    “Can we meet her?” Alwyn asked. 
 
    “The soldiers can leave the room. No one is going to attack her,” I said.  
 
    Once they were gone, I brought Reigna in. Lydia immediately tensed, reaching for a weapon. I shot her a glare.  
 
    “This is Reigna,” I said. 
 
    “Humans? I love humans.” She smiled at them, moving to Alwyn to study him. 
 
    “Hi,” he said nervously.  
 
    “We want to know what you want?” Enzo said. 
 
    She turned her attention to him. “This one is injured,” she said. 
 
    Moving up to him, she held her hand over his arm. It began to glow. He leapt up, but I held him steady. When she was done, he removed his arm from the sling and flexed it. 
 
    “She healed me?” 
 
    “It’s a trick,” Lydia said. 
 
    Reigna looked to her. “This one is full of anger.” 
 
    I snorted. “Yeah, tell me about it. Reigna we will consider freeing the other Fae, but we need your help first. We need to know we can trust you.” 
 
    “I understand. What would you like me to do?” 
 
    I glanced at Enzo, who spoke, “We want to help the humans who are in hiding.” 
 
    “A noble pursuit. I will help in any way I can and in return, you will free my people.” 
 
    She held her hand out to me again. This time I took it. “Agreed.” 
 
    “No!” Lydia said. “You can’t trust her.” 
 
    “Just stop, Lydia,” I said. I was tired of her hatred. “If you don’t want to help us, then you are welcome to take a boat and leave. No one will stop you.” 
 
    “You know what? I think I will. I’ve had enough of this freak show.” She stormed out of the room.  
 
    “What do we do first?” Reigna asked. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
    Six Months Later 
 
      
 
    The world can change a lot in a short time. It took days for the Dark Fae to destroy it, and it would take a lot longer to fix it, but we were getting there. 
 
    Reigna helped us a lot, providing healing and magical herbs for people to use. I was hesitant to show my face, but Enzo was right. Once they saw that I was trying to help them, most people left me alone. There were some that still hated my kind, but maybe with more time we could change that.  
 
    For now, it was time to honor my promise to Reigna. We landed on the east coast of Ireland, the land we had chosen for her people to live on. We had already evacuated the humans that were left there.  
 
    In my hands, I held the crystal ball. All I had to do was break it and they would be free. 
 
    “Thank you for your help, Reigna. Hopefully one day you can live amongst the humans again.” 
 
    She smiled. “I would like that very much.” 
 
    Raising the crystal ball above my head, I threw it onto the ground. It shattered and dozens of little lights escaped from it. Like Reigna, they transformed into full sized Fae.  
 
    “You are free,” Reigna announced. “Thanks to our friend, Queen Nova.” 
 
    “It’s just Nova,” I said. 
 
    She smiled. “You are more than just that. Will you stay with us for a while?” 
 
    “I need to get back to the castle, but I’ll be back to visit.” 
 
    “Of course, you need to go home to your family.” 
 
    I thought of Roxy, Enzo, Alwyn and Rat, waiting on me. “Yeah, I do.” 
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