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            DAY ONE OF THE NEW ME
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      Dear Diary,

      Goodbye, old me! This journal will track my transformation into an all-new Calla. Not on the physical side, mind you. I’ll still be a fifteen-year-old pixie, five feet tall with pink hair and violet eyes. Instead, what will change is this: as of today, I shall never play another prank for as long as I live.

      Definitely.

      Maybe.

      Hopefully.

      Okay, having a diary means being totally honest. It’s true that I’ve made this no-prank promise before. But today, the Elven High Council gave me another super-long lecture on my so-called silly attitude. What a bunch of grumps. All their panties were in a twist, too. Why? I just cast one little enchantment that transformed the council’s shampoo into hair remover.

      Which was awesome, by the way. The council are way too snooty and into their looks. Plus without their hair, the council rocks an alien vibe. And their silken tresses will all be back to normal after a spell or two. I think. Prince Darius says my magic is too powerful for my own good. He’s too cute for his, so we’re even.

      Anyway, back to the council’s lecture. They reviewed this crazy-long list of how I should act going forward. I wrote it all down super carefully:

      
        
        Act mysterious – always

        Be frivolous – never

      

      

      There was more on their list but what can I say? I got bored. The council also waah waah waah-ed that if I didn’t change my personality and soon, then this was my last warning. One more infraction and I would be kicked out of Pixieland, my home within Faerie. Or even worse, they might put me in a supernatural prison.

      Either of those options sound pretty nasty, so I’m putting together a New Me plan.

      Next steps to the New Me: swap out my gossamer wings for a bat look… Only answer questions with a long and mysterious ‘maaaaaaybe’… And no pranks.

      For real, this time.

      -The New Calla

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DAY TWO OF THE NEW ME
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      Dear Diary,

      These bat wings itch like you wouldn’t believe. Even worse, the Elven High Council will hold another revel next week. I’m ordered to join. Ugh. Which means I must pick a human to kidnap and force into dancing themselves to death.

      And this is supposed to be fun?

      New Me. New Me. New Me.

      -Calla

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DAY THREE OF THE NEW ME
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      Dear Diary,

      I found a human I’d like to kidnap. Name’s Griffin. He might be cute. And funny. And enjoy pranks.

      I am in deep trouble.

      -Calla

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DAY FOUR OF THE NEW ME? MAYBE NOT SO MUCH.
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      Dear Diary,

      I tried, really I did. But I couldn’t make my human dance himself to death at the revels. Instead, I cast a spell that forced the High Council into doing the Macarena for three days straight. Prince Darius says I’m in deep doo doo.

      Exile is imminent. Or worse.

      Yipes.

      -Calla

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DAY FIVE OF THE NEW ME
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      Dear Diary,

      Today I chatted up the naiads for advice. Most of Faerie won’t talk to me—they think I’m trouble or something—but naiads are magically attached to their trees, so it’s not like they can avoid conversation. Anyway, Nicola the naiad was the most helpful. She said to be super specific in my diary. As in, I should slow down and write details about every little thing.

      Good thinking, Nicola.

      With that in mind, I now take this solemn vow:

      
        
        I, Calla, do hereby seriously promise to fully describe each eentsy beentsy thing that happens to me. No excuses. No exceptions.

      

      

      Whew. Just writing those words makes me feel better. Next I’ll describe something that happened to me in crazy detail. And to make it super-official, I shall add a cool title.

      
        
        Calla’s Amazingly Detailed Story Of Chatting Up Nicola

      

      

      Verdict: adding a title is clutch.

      Here’s what happened. Nicola lives with her sisters in a massive yellow tree within Pixieland’s Golden Vale. The naiad’s realm is sandwiched between the Pink Forest (where I live) and a Troll Swamp (ick). In terms of looks, Nicola and her sisters remind me of human ballet dancers, only with bark for skin.

      Hmm.

      Okay, I know I just promised that I would describe stuff in super detail. But I already explained my chat with Nicola. Not much new territory to cover. Therefore, I shall make a slight change to my mega-serious vow.

      
        
        I shall record every detail, unless I pretty much told it already.

        And/or it’s boring.

      

      

      Thus endeth the story of Nicola.

      Moving on.

      After chatting up Nicola, I head home. This brings up a critical question. How do I get around? Answer: with cute pink wings that sprout on my command. When I’m flying, I leave behind sweet arches of pink fairy dust. There are two reasons for this.

      One. Pink lines are really cute, and we all need more cuteness.

      Two. Fairy dust is hard to make. Not for me, though. The fact that I toss it around always turns heads. Even the dwarves look up from under whatever rock they’re hyper-focused on smashing.

      Needless to say, I could stop leaving dust trails, but why? I work super hard at the Pixieland Citadel of Magical Knowledge. I spend hours practicing how to summon orbs of power, which are the magical spheres behind higher-level spells. Plus I help out Bilge, the ancient hobgoblin who runs the place, along with his piggy familiar, Oinky. In my opinion, I’ve earned the right to have fairy dust fly off my butt.

      Back to my day.

      I flit along, looking awesome, and leave a totally cool trail behind me. Then I reach the massive red oak that’s my home. Specifically, I live with my parents in an oversized acorn on that tree. Anyway, my arrival requires that I pause and shake my hips extra fast. That way, I release enough fairy dust to shrink down to the size of a honeybee.

      On second thought, make that a wasp. They’re way more badass.

      Once I’m tiny, I zoom in through a gap in our acorn’s cap. Inside, our home acorn is carved up into three stories, complete with furniture. This late in the day, my parents—Poppa and Muti—hang out at the bottom level, which is where we chow down. I swoop to that spot.

      Like the rest of our place, the dining room is pretty basic. There’s a wooden table. Matching chairs. Mandatory pictures of me on the walls. And, of course, Poppa and Muti. They’re silver tree sprites with crinkly faces, long gray hair and short white robes. Wooden bowls sit on the table before them. Clearly, they’ve been using these containers as pillows.

      How do I know? Spit puddles.

      As I approach, the pair sit ramrod straight, like they’ve been waiting for dinner instead of snoozing. Not that I blame them for napping. They’re both at least forty thousand years old, and that’s in fae time. If I were them, I’d snore inside an acorn, too.

      “How was your day, Calla?” asks Poppa in his warbly old-guy voice.

      “Fine,” I say. “You know, the usual. Flying around. Trying not to get exiled or locked up. That kind of stuff.”

      Muti has overlarge eyes surrounded by layers of wrinkles. She widens them now. I call this her hopeful look. “What have you done today that’s selfish and horrible?”

      We have this conversation all this time. Poppa and Muti want me to be meaner. They think it’ll help me fit in.

      “Well,” I tap my chin dramatically. “I called Nicolianus, the tree naiad, a name.”

      “Good!” Poppa grins, showing off his missing front tooth. “What did you call her? Dumb as a stick?”

      “That’s an insult, not a name,” corrects Muti. “Maybe wooden head? Tree scum?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “When what?”

      “I called her…” Pausing, I force on a terrible scowl. “Nicola.”

      Muti scrunches up her face. “That’s not a mean name.”

      Poppa shakes his head. “Oh, my poor Calla.”

      “Hey,” I counter. “I have it on good authority that Nicola is a super-huge insult on Earth.”

      Which is a total lie. However, Poppa and Muti have never been to Earth. It’s an easy all-purpose excuse. I’ve visited a few times, but I always end up at the same boring spot. Long story.

      “Well, humans.” Poppa sniffs. “They have a lot of strange ideas. I hear they eat babies named Ruth.”

      Muti nods quickly. “And drink their own pee on something called a television.”

      Poppa joins in the nodding routine. “I don’t think they’re mean so much as nuts.” He knocks on the wall. “No insult intended.” That’s a good move. Our oak has its own naiad, Jolly. Despite the name, Jolly is anything but happy go lucky. Tick him off and you’ll end up stuck to your bed with a pile of sap. No lie.

      Muti lets out a long-suffering sigh. “So, back to our question. What have you done lately that’s evil?”

      At last, the obvious answer appears in my mind. “My latest pranks, of course. There’s the Macarena Caper as well as my Hairless Elf Council Adventure.” I give my pranks formal names; it helps me keep track of things. Pausing, I wait for the inevitable comeback from my parents. This will be something like, pranks on the council don’t count.

      That’s not what happens.

      Poppa smacks his thin lips. “Ever since Muti and I adopted you from the Ley Queen, we’ve only wanted what’s best for you.”

      I frown. Nothing good ever comes out of a parental speech that includes, we only want what’s best for you.

      Muti leans forward, setting her elbows on the tabletop. Normally, she’s very anti-table-elbows, so this is serious. “Both Poppa and I have come to a dark conclusion. Namely, we suspect your pranks are only done for good reasons.” The way she says the words good reasons, it’s like I pooped in her dinner bowl.

      This is seriously bad news. My pranks are the only thing giving my parents hope that I’ll turn into a regular fae one day. You see, the lands of Faerie and Earth are connected by cords of power called ley lines. As in, there are literal blue lines of magic waiting underground. Using those cords, fae can travel about. And if you’re human and live near a major ley line? Then, watch out. You might have a fairy for a kid. Which is my story, by the way. After my human birth parents gave me up, Poppa and Muti took me in.

      Voila. I’m a faeling.

      According to rumor, we faelings have soft hearts. In my case, those rumors are spot-on. I need to fake some evil here.

      All of which is why I put on my most innocent face, which involves widening my eyes while pursing my lips. “Whatever do you mean? All my pranks are filled nothing but cruelty.” I hold up my hands in a claw-like way and say grr, just for emphasis.

      “Let’s consider that prank about losing hair,” says Poppa. “Isn’t that what Summer Fae do to changelings? Bring those humans here from Earth, put them in brown robes, and then shave their heads?”

      I raise my pointer finger. “Winter fae don’t do that.”

      “You know what Poppa means,” presses Muti. “Were you trying to show the council how a changeling human feels?”

      I open my jaw wide in what I hope is a convincing show of shock. “Wow, I never thought of it that way, but you’re right. It would have given that experience.”

      “And the dancing prank,” adds Poppa. “The revels require that humans dance themselves to death.”

      Once more, I raise my pointer finger. “Winter fae only ask for human volunteers.”

      I tried that route, by the way. My goal was to find a super-old human who wanted to kick the bucket while dancing. But the council got bullied by Lazare, the Protector of the Summer Realm. Lazare hates me for some reason, so he insisted I find some unwilling human to kill. Which I did.

      Sorta.

      Kinda.

      Not really.

      Griff volunteered in exchange for Macarena fun. Not that I’ll ever tell Poppa and Muti that.

      “Don’t try to fool us,” warns Poppa. “You were giving the council a taste of how it feels to be abducted into the revels, weren’t you?”

      “No, I was just acting super-evil with Griffin, my totally kidnapped human.” Lie.

      Muti drums her fingers on the tabletop. “And you just happened to pick a prank that gave the council a—what do the humans say again?—taste of their own potion?”

      “It’s medicine,” I say.

      “What’s medicine?” asks Poppa.

      “Calla needs to answer the question,” insists Muti.

      I press my lips together while bobbing my head. This is my classic thinking face. Namely, I’m wondering if there’s any way out of this conversation.

      Nope.

      I throw up my hands. “You got me. If I’m pulling a prank anyway, why not give it a double purpose?” I hold my thumb and pointer finger an inch apart. “Just a little bit of good. Barely noticeable. And all while I’m being super evil at the same time.”

      Muti sighs. “You can’t be nice, Calla. Ever.”

      “Why not?”

      “You’re already a rarity,” says Poppa. “How many faeling are there right now?”

      This is a depressing topic. “One,” I reply. “Just me.”

      Muti gasps. “What about that troll, Finster?”

      “He’s been around for six thousand years,” adds Poppa. My parents are big into Finster the troll. He’s their example of faeling who made it.

      “Died last month in a freak bridge accident.” Sadly, the death is totally sketchy. But after six thousand years in Faerie, you’re bound to have a bridge fall on your head at some point, right?

      “This is bad,” groans Poppa.

      “Terrible,” agrees Muti.

      I slap on a grin. “Look, it wasn’t always this way, right? When good King Tristan ruled the summer fae, he wasn’t all pro-selfishness. He said we need a balance. Fairies like me were fine.”

      Muti raises her shaky fist. “And look what happened to Tristan! That evil winter prince, Reiver, stabbed the good king through with a magical blade.”

      “And now Tristan lays trapped in an enchanted sleep,” adds Poppa. “Lazare will run the summer realm for all eternity.”

      All of which is true. Depressing, but valid.

      I’ve only one argument left. “My point is, the winter fae aren’t as dedicated to evil. Reiver’s little brother, Dare, is a nice guy.” I can’t help but blush as I say Dare’s name.

      “What good does that do?” asks Muti. “The winter fae aren’t as numerous or powerful as summer. Never have been.”

      “You need to work on being more genuinely evil,” says Poppa earnestly. “Can you do that, Calla?”

      Time to fib my face off. “I’ll try.”

      “That’s all we ask.” Muti twiddles her craggy fingers over the table. A cascade of silver fairy dust falls down. Seconds later, my parents’ bowls fill with goopy pre-chewed dinners. Which makes sense; the situation with their teeth is pretty sketchy.

      As for me, I get a bowl of galla root with cashew dressing. My favorite. Happy for the distraction, I dive into my nutty feast. After dinner, I’m super sleepy (galla root does that). So I kiss Poppa and Muti good night and flutter off to bed. That’s where I am right now, by the way. And I’m basically ready to snooze when it happens.

      I notice a small white box on my bed stand. It wasn’t there a moment ago. Magic.

      Plus, there’s even a card on top. I open it.

      
        
        Calla, Here’s a gift for you. - Dare

      

      

      Oh, my.

      This is huge. I get one gift from Dare each year on my birthday. That’s how Dare works. But the Great Festival Of Me remains a week away, so this isn’t a birthday present. It’s something more.

      Breathe, Calla.
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        * * *

      

      Dear Diary,

      I’m breaking this out into its own section because I’m obsessed with Dare and will want to easily find this bit later. For no reason.

      -Calla

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DAY FIVE AND A HALF (NOT SURE THE ‘NEW ME’ STUFF IS WORKING OUT)
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      Dear Diary,

      For a long minute, I just stare at the box. This is it. Dare’s eighteen. That’s makes him of age to marry. In other words, Dare could name his future bride any second now. Sure, princes of the winter realm normally marry other elves—and royal ones at that—but I’m both a faeling and super-awesome. That puts me in a separate category.

      Why wouldn’t Dare pick me?

      Sure, the guy still thinks of me as a kid, but that can’t last forever. And I’m totally fine with waiting until I’m eighteen to marry. Considering how I’m now basically sixteen, eighteen is pretty much around the corner. I can handle a long engagement, no problem.

      I nod once to myself. Yes, this is the moment. Inside this box, there’s definitely a commitment ring along with another note asking, marry me?

      My pulse speeds. Little by little, I pull the top off the box. Leaning forward, I check out the contents.

      What’s inside isn’t exactly a ring.

      Nope.

      It’s a tiny yellow snake.

      Which is a totally odd gift.

      Okay, this is a little weird, but Dare’s a winter fae. They do strange stuff all the time. It’s true that snakes are more of a summer fae thingy, but there must be snow-friendly snakes, right?

      I lift my chin. This might still work out. Maybe the snake has the ring on its forked tongue or something. That would be skewed but acceptable. I’m not picky.

      The serpent slithers out of the box, down my bedside table, and onto the floor. From there, it expands in size, all while staying an annoying shade of yellow. I frown. The colors of the winter realm are black and white. Time was, summer fae loved red (that was Tristan’s favorite color). But Lazare adores yellow, so everything summer has been that shade for ages.

      Long story short, it’s not a good sign that this snake remains the same color as sunshine. That said, my room is lit by candles. Yellow could be a trick of the light. My snake present might actually be winter white.

      Yes, that’s it. Winter white.

      The serpent coils higher. Once we’re at eye level, a hood expands behind its head. Now it’s clear this isn’t just any serpent. It’s a cobra. Even worse, there’s a definite sun symbol on the back of its hood. I pound my fists onto my coverlet.

      What a disaster.

      Still, I’m girl enough to admit it. This isn’t a proposal from Dare. Nope. It’s some kind of assassination attempt from Lazare.

      So disappointing.

      The sun cobra sways from side to side.

      I hold up my hand in the universal movement for stop. “I need a sec.”

      The snake halts in place. I think it’s more out of shock than anything else, but I’m still glad for the break. This is a definite bummer. Even so, I must move on. A killer snake now slithers around my bedroom. I’m not shocked—Lazare is a total creep who hates me—yet still. The serpent must be taken down.

      Time to focus.

      Straightening my shoulders, I glare at my scaly assassin. “Look, I’ll give you a chance here. Take off. Slither back into your little cosmic box and go home.” Seriously. Sun cobras are a level one spell. I could kill this thing in my sleep. “You’ve no idea who you’re dealing with.”

      The cobra opens its overlong mouth. “Pixxxxxie.”

      “Yes, I am a pixie but I’m also faeling. That makes me really-really-really powerful.”

      “Liesssss,” hisses the snake.

      Crud. My snake assassin has a point. Most faeling are super weak in the magic department. I was hoping this cobra would be uninformed. No such luck.

      Which leaves one last thing to try.

      I raise my right hand. Magic whirs within me all the time. Now I focus that power into a sphere of pink light that hovers over my palm. “Last chance. No namby pamby fairy dust here. This is a magical orb, dude. Slither off.”

      “No! Ugly pixxxxxxie will die!”

      “That does it. Nobody calls me ugly.”

      I picture what I want my magic to do. Instantly, the sphere whizzes across the room. As the sun cobra lunges for me, my magical orb slams right into the serpent, freezing it in place.

      Sun cobra, meet freezing time.

      Now for the good stuff.

      I imagine my next spell. Another sphere appears. This time it morphs into my favorite magical creature. It’s a little spell of my own design, too.

      My little bunny-saurus.

      Sure enough, a tiny bunny T-Rex appears on my upturned palm. Pink, of course. It comes complete with a furry head, bunny ears and a mouth that’s lined with razor-sharp teeth. From the neck down, it also has a T-Rex body that’s covered in pink fur instead of scales. And as a final touch, there’s a fluffy cottontail.

      Cute and deadly, just like me.

      My little bunny-saurus focuses its beady red eyes on me. “What you want?” it asks in a gravelly voice.

      I nod toward the cobra. “Kill the snake.”

      Bunny-saurus growls. “Too easy.”

      It takes me a second to realize what the creature means. Then, I get it. The sun snake is still frozen in place, mouth open, fangs out, and ready to attack. Bunny-saurus likes a challenge.

      “No problem.”

      I snap my fingers; the sun cobra springs back to life. Fast as a heartbeat, the snake lunges for me. Bunny-saurus is much faster.

      My creation leaps off my hand and latches onto the cobra’s tail. Bunny-saurus shakes its head from side to side, whipping the cobra across my room.

      Wham! The serpent’s head slams into the wall.

      Thud! Its skull mashes into the floor.

      Whump! The ceiling.

      Boom! My bedside table.

      In short order, the sun cobra serpent is limp. And by that, I mean it’s totally dead.

      Now comes the yucky part. Dinnertime for Bunny-saurus.

      This is ugly stuff, so I silently whistle while staring at the ceiling. Sadly, there’s no missing the slurpy-chomping noises as Bunny-saurus munches away. A little burp sounds, which is the signal it’s all over.

      I refocus on Bunny-saurus once more. “Thank you.”

      My creature lets out another little belch. “Yummy snake.”

      “That was a lot of information. Thanks, Bun!”

      I snap my fingers once more; Bunny-saurus disappears. Sadly, my room is a total disaster. The side table’s overturned. Scales lie embedded in the wall. Entrails cover the floor.

      Eew.

      Pulling on my magic, I summon another pink sphere of power. This time, I imagine the magic becoming pink birds and some matching mice. When it comes to mess removal, I straight-up follow fairy tale tradition. Birds and mice clean up everything.

      A knock sounds on my door. “What’s wrong?” It’s Muti.

      I pop my hand over my mouth. Dang, I forgot all about her and Poppa. Whipping a sun cobra around my room must have caused a major racket. My parents sleep really soundly, but even that has limits.

      “Nothing,” I reply brightly. “Just practicing some magic.”

      Poppa’s reedy voice echoes in from another floor. After all, it’s an oversized sprite house, but it’s still an acorn.

      “What’s she up to?” calls Poppa.

      “Calla says she’s practicing magic,” cries Muti.

      “Tell her she’s supposed to do that at the citadel.”

      Muti’s voice echoes through the closed door. “You’re supposed to do that at the citadel.”

      “Got it. You can both go back to sleep now.”

      I hear Muti’s creaky wings flapping as she takes off. Then, Muti pauses. “Were you practicing anything evil?”

      “Sure. My bunny-saurus.”

      When Muti speaks again, there’s no missing the joy in her voice. “Oh, that’s so cruel and bloodthirsty of you. Have an awful night, dear.”

      “You as well.”

      By this point, my little bird and mouse friends have finished their work. Snapping my fingers, I make them vanish a puff of pink smoke. In fact, I’m ready to fall asleep for reals when the scar on my palm glows white.

      Like snow.

      The winter court.

      And the color of Prince Darius’s magic.

      This is an old signal between us, by the way. Basically, Darius is saying, may I appear to you? We have matching scars on our palms that empower us to talk over distances. The spell has a catch, though. You have to accept the other person in order to see each other and have a magical chat.

      This is another big decision.

      Before approving Dare’s visit, I must check something very important: How I look. Fortunately, I’m wearing cute pink pajamas with a matching silk robe. Totally Dare-ready.

      I whisper onto my palm. “You may visit.”
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        * * *

      

      Dear Diary,

      The last time I started a new page was a bust because it wasn’t a proposal from Dare  the snake thing happened. So this time I’m starting another fresh sheet for the sake of neatness. It definitely has nothing to do with Dare.

      -Calla

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DAY FIVE AND THREE-QUARTERS
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      Dear Dairy,

      When we last left my life, I’d just accepted a magical visit from Dare. Now a small sphere of white light materializes in my bedroom. The shape expands until it turns into what I call Ghost Dare. Technically, this is his astral body projecting for a visit.

      Ghost Dare is just catchier, in my opinion.

      For a moment, I drink in the sight of him. Even though he’s semi-transparent, Ghost Dare is still rather attractive. Like all winter elves, the prince is crazy tall and ripped with muscle. As always, Dare’s longish dark hair perfectly highlights the straight cut of his jawline. Chunks of white mix within all the black strands—that’s is a super-cute look.  Today Dare wears his standard black armor and a fur-trimmed cloak. It’s really a shame that the winter realm is so cold. I never get to see the guy in shorts.

      Dare’s teeth turn super pointy while his nails stretch into extra-long claws. That’s a winter elf thing; it means he’s upset. “I just left a meeting with the summer court,” Dare says in his rumbly voice. “I have terrible news.”

      “Let me guess. Lazare is sending an assassin after me.”

      “Yes. How did you know?”

      “I’m incredibly wise about a lot of things. It goes along with being grown-up and mysterious.” There, that told him. “Anything else?”

      “I’ll be at Lazare’s court for some days.” He raises his hand, showing off the scar on his skin. “I may not be able to acknowledge your palm line summons. At least, not right away.”

      Huh. Two things can happen when I use our palm line connection. First, Dare might accept my visit. Second, Dare could just acknowledge my request. In that case, the palm line will pulse like a busy signal. And Dare always, always, always acknowledges my palm line summons.

      This news is el strange-o.

      “Anything I should know about?” I ask.

      “Perhaps.” Dare rakes his fingers through his messy hair. That’s a sure sign he’s hiding something.

      “Let me guess. Does it have to do with naming your bride?”

      “Calla.” Even as a ghost, I can see him blush.

      The pieces fall together. For Dare to ensure I’m his future wife, he must meet with Lazare. After all, summer fae are more powerful than winter. Most likely, Lazare thought Dare would wed one of his yucky daughters.

      Ick. What a horror show those three are.

      Dare must offer concessions so Lazare will accept a different choice of wife. Magic wands, most likely. Those store power and are crazy expensive. I nod once to myself, confident I have it all worked out. And once everything is set with Lazare, Dare will spring his surprise proposal on me.

      What a sweetie.

      “I completely understand.” It’s an effort not to blab my discovery, but I don’t want to ruin Dare’s plan. “I’ll be fine while you’re gone.”

      All signs of blush leave his face. Ghost Dare fixes me with a serious look. “Listen to me carefully.”

      I shift in my bed and lean forward, as if I want to hear better. Which is sort of true. However, the movement also gives me the change to rearrange my blankets in a way that best shows off my pretty PJs.

      “Go on,” I say solemnly.

      “Lazare won’t stop trying to somehow ruin your life. Be on your guard. Summon me if you need me.” Ghost Dare raises his hand once more. The scar on his palm glows white with power. “I will always find you.”

      Sweet, but not a proposal. I slap on a fake smile. “How nice.”

      “There’s more, Calla.” Ghost Dare float-walks even nearer and—at last—I know this is it. His heartfelt confession.

      All of a sudden, it’s hard to pull enough air into my lungs. “Yes?”

      “I’ve always noticed you,” says Ghost Dare.

      “Of course.” I look up at him through my lashes. According to my kissy novels, this particular glance works well for romance. “You see me as⁠—”

      “The little sister I never knew I wanted,” finishes Ghost Dare.

      “What?” I can’t believe this.

      “You’re the only trustworthy person in my life. As an elf prince, you’ve no idea what that means. Especially in my family. You know about my brother.”

      Heck, everyone’s heard about Reiver. Dare’s older brother tried to murder Tristan and failed. Instead of killing the king, Reiver knocked Tristan into an eternal sleep, murdered the king’s guard Halycon, and ended up getting his own nasty self offed along the way.

      Clearly, I’m getting the better brother.

      In fact, the only good thing Reiver ever did right was to die while Dare was still a toddler. I can’t imagine growing up around that piece of work.

      Speaking of Dare, my future husband leans in closer.  “No matter what happens…” My heart pitter-pats while my favorite prince takes in a long breath. “I’ll always protect you.”

      “Oh.” Words echo through my mind.

      Protect.

      Not love.

      Not marry.

      Protect.

      With that, it’s official. My life sucks. Pulling the covers over my head, I scrunch lower on the mattress. “Got it,” I say through the comforter. “I’ll stay safe.”

      “Am I being dismissed?”

      “I ate galla root for dinner and you know how filling that is. Bye, Dare.”

      “Rest well, little hob.”

      Sheesh. Little hob is a nickname from when we were kids. Like I need reminding that Dare’s frosty pea brain has me stuck at six years old. To show my displeasure, I pull down the covers and stick out my tongue once more. That will show him, part deux.

      Ghost Dare grins, and it’s a great look on him. Who am I kidding? Every expression works on this guy. A moment later, Dare’s cloudy self dissolves from the room. Which is fine. Now I can get some rest. Only trouble is, the more I think about it, the more I keep wondering about Dare’s visit to the summer elves.

      Fat chance of falling asleep now.

      -Calla
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      Dear Diary,

      It takes me forever to get to sleep, mostly because—surprise, surprise!—I obsess over Dare. What’s he doing at the summer realm anyway? Eventually I do drift off, though. Once I awaken, I’m majorly groggy. Three reasons for this. I shall list them in their very own area because I’m super-accurate and motivated.

      
        
        Why I, Calla, Am Super Sleepy

      

      

      One. It’s early morning, or what passes for early to pixies. 11 AM.

      Two. After much contemplation, I decided that Dare is definitely visiting the summer realms for my benefit.

      Three. I therefore spent my wee hours concocting a plan to eavesdrop on Dare. Sure, my prince wants to surprise me with his proposal, but I have rights, too. It wouldn’t hurt to know a little bit more.

      Here’s what I’m thinking. Lazare’s palace is carefully tracked, so it’s not like I can fly into the guy’s backyard without being detected. However, there are secret doors in the basement of each citadel. Those were built to allow magical workers to share knowledge faster. The only working citadel left is in Pixieland, but that’s beside the point.

      The citadels and their connecting doors still exist.

      And did I mention that there’s a link between the Pixieland Citadel and its summer counterpart… which just so happens to be right by Lazare’s super-protected palace? There is.

      Long story short, I’ll use the door from my home citadel to magically transport over to the one near Dare, get some intel, and skedaddle on back. No one will be the wiser.

      My plan is so perfect, I can’t stand myself.

      With all this decided, I magically change into a cute pink mini-dress and flutter downstairs for breakfast. After last night’s excitement, I expect Poppa and Muti will still sleep all day long. That’s not the case, though. Both wait at the breakfast table. Fresh bowls of mush lie before them. Neither have touched their food.

      I slide onto my usual spot. Muti sprinkles more fairy dust onto the tabletop. This time, I get a bowl of inkus leaves. Not my favorite, but still pretty yummy. I take a few bites before asking the obvious. “What’s wrong?”

      “Your father and I feel terrible,” moans Muti.

      “Why?”

      “You were acting evil and selfish last night,” explains Poppa. “We should have encouraged it.”

      Poppa and Muti look so mopey, I can’t leave them hanging. “No, I made all that noise because you totally encouraged me toward evil. That was really mean and selfish of me, right?”

      “I suppose,” sighs Muti.

      “As a matter of fact, I plan to do more evil things today.” Namely, eavesdrop on Dare.

      “At the citadel?” asks Muti. She knows I study there most days. “You can’t upset Bilge.”

      “Not at the citadel, but somewhere else.” I bob my brows. “It’ll be a surprise.”

      That answer seems to make my parents happy, since they now dive into their mush. For my part, I take the chance to finish my breakfast extra-fast. Within minutes, I’m saying my goodbyes and zooming over to the citadel. Speaking of which, it’s a tall and round tower that’s topped with I call the upside-down ice cream cone. The citadel is also pink because that’s the best color ever. I fly in through a low window.

      Hmm.

      Saying I fly in doesn’t do me justice. It’s a rather complex move, actually. I shake my bum, let off a ton of fairy dust, shrink down, spin into a barrel roll, and then whip right through a skinny window-hole. Once inside, I pop back to regular size. It’s really advanced magic and I totally nail it.

      As planned, I land smack in the main reception hall. This is a tall space made of pale pink stone and covered in tapestries of pixies, dwarves, and sprites. Bilge, the Master of Potions, is also here. He’s a squat green hobgoblin with a bald head, tiny eyes and pointy ears. Tusks jut up from his lower lip. Today he wears a short black robe and sandals. His little green piggy, Oinky, snuffs around his ankles.

      I wave. “Hey, Bilge!”

      “It promised to help us with potions at dawn,” snaps Bilge. By the way, Bilge always calls everyone it, except Oinky. That’s a hobgoblin thing.

      I take a second look at Oinky. Sure enough, Bilge already strapped a basket thingy to the pig’s back. Plus, the carrier’s loaded with small vials of who knows what. Bilge is great at creating potions. It’s his labeling and storage skills that stink.

      A memory appears. I totally promised to meet Bilge at dawn. Yet I now have a Dare-related secret mission at the exact same time.

      Crisis!

      There are a number of things I can do here. First, I could tell the truth about my Dare spying extravaganza. Unfortunately, that would end in Bilge lecturing me to avoid the winter prince like the plague. No fun.

      Which leads to the second option. Tell a little white lie.

      Sold.

      I grin at Bilge. “Of course, I remember. I just asked some of my friends to help you out instead. If they didn’t show, then I’d come back later today.”

      Bilge’s pointy ears twitch. The move is hard to miss, considering how those organs are like a pair of antennae. “But it has no other friends,” announces Bilge.

      Which is also true. The whole reputation for trouble thing limits my social life. I clutch at my chest. “Ouch.”

      Bilge wags his stubby finger in my direction. “It wants to see that snow prince. It plans to sneak into the basement.”

      “I was NOT going to sneak.” My plan was to march right in.

      “It schemes to use the secret doors to other citadels.”

      “I do that all the time, Bilge.”

      Poppa and Muti are citadel workers, although they rarely show up these days. Still, my parents brought me to the citadel tons when I was little. By age six, I’d mastered the secret basement doors to other realms. Which meant I also figured out ley magic. What can I say? I had a lot of time on my hands and very little adult supervision.

      “Secret doors are secret,” says Bilge. This is one of his favorite lines.

      “And I keep it that way, don’t I?”

      “No one must know that it uses ley line magic.”

      I set my hand over my heart. “No one does, either. Only you, Bilge.”

      Which is true. I haven’t even breathed a word of my ley magic to anyone, even Dare. Everyone thinks I use wands.

      Bilge huffs out an angry breath. “It shouldn’t go to see that prince, even if he is in the summer realm.”

      I pause. Wow. Bilge is super-sharp this morning. He must have downed a truth-detecting potion.

      Time to regroup.

      I think through my options once again. Cast some spells? Not on Bilge and Oinky. Lie some more? I already tried that. Pranks? I only use my skills for positive stuff, not to weasel myself out of a bad situation with good friends.

      At this point, there’s only one thing to do. Ask the question.

      I set my fist on my hip. “Will you tattle on me, Bilge?”

      “Never.” The hobgoblin lifts his itsy-bitsy chin. “Bilge is no snitch.” Oinky lifts his snout as well. They really are the best of buddies.

      “Thank you.” I flap my wings, ready to zoom past. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m off to the basement.”

      Bilge moves to block my way. Annoying. “It has a check-in with the High Council in two days.”

      “So?”

      “Sneaking into Lazare’s realm will only cause it trouble.” Bilge lowers his voice. “Rumor is, Lazare wants to assassinate it and⁠—”

      “I know, I know. A sun cobra tried to kill me last night. Not a problem.”

      “It did not let me finish. Lazare wants to hurt those it loves as well.”

      “Bah. Lazare would never go after you and Oinky.”

      “We are too powerful to attack, and we protect Poppa and Muti too.” To emphasize this point, Oinky does his version of an angry pose, which involves scraping at the ground with his front hoof.

      “So? Everything is fine.”

      “And it will remain so. It will not visit the Summer Realm until after it sees the High Council. Oinky and I have put our cloven feet down.”

      I roll my eyes. “Bilge.”

      “It shelves potions now.” With that, Bilge huffs out a breath through his wide nose. A cloud of snot-spray cascades to the floor.

      Boo.

      I could push this, but Bilge can—and will—block the basement with a border potion. If my hobgoblin buddy says I won’t enter, then that’s not happening.

      Not today, anyway.

      Plus, I did give my word. “I will help you, absolutely.”

      “That’s what’s best for it.”

      Bilge and Oinky slowly march up the stairs. Taking to the air , I zoom up the staircase and arrive first. The second level of the citadel is entirely dedicated to storing potions. Keeping with the theme of the building, the shelves are laid out in concentric circles.

      Once we’re all ready, Bilge lifts a small vial from Oinky’s basket. He reads the label aloud. “Evil scheme detection serum. Just made a pot this morning.”

      “Thought so.” I swipe the vial from his hand.

      Together, Bilge and I march past the various shelves. Oinky prances behind us. Once we find the right spot, I set the vial in place. I take care to go slowly, mostly so Bilge has time to share local gossip. The winter and summer realms are run by elves, who—as everyone knows—spend long periods of time sitting around and looking pretty, followed by short bursts of murder. So, so boring.

      But Pixieland? That’s where everyone else lives, and we have all the best action. I shall record three highlights for official purposes.

      
        
        Totally Important Pixieland Gossip

      

      

      One. The trolls have started making metal armor from human garbage. (Nothing with iron, mind you. That’s poisonous to fae.) It looks terrible and smells worse.

      Two. Turns out, Finster the troll had been cheating on his wife with a naiad (not Nicola, thank goodness). Mrs. Finster was the one who dropped a bridge on her husband’s head. Serves him right, in my opinion. No one crosses a she-troll and expects to live.

      Three. The orcs tried to raid the Ley Queen’s palace. She choked a dozen of them with ley lines before they got within a mile. Bilge and I agree that orcs are stupid and the Ley Queen is a mean, mean, meanie.

      We’re having such a nice time, it’s early evening when it hits me.

      If Lazare wants to hurt someone I care about, there’s only one choice.

      Griffin.

      Why didn’t I think of it before? I must create a ley door and check on Griff. Sadly, Earth visits take time, and it’s too late to start today.

      Tomorrow is a different matter.

      Unfortunately, Wednesdays are also when I practice spells at the citadel. I need to come up with an excuse here. As I set another vial onto a tall shelf, a plan appears.

      “I forgot to tell you,” I fib. “I won’t be here tomorrow.”

      “It is supposed to practice orb magic with Oinky. Why won’t it be here?”

      “I must meditate and prepare for my visit to the council on Thursday.”

      “Lies.” Bilge sniffs. “Meditate? It never sits still.”

      “Did I say meditate? That’s the wrong word. What I meant to say is…”

      Think fast, Calla.

      “What?” Bilge gives me the side eye.

      The perfect response appears in a flash.

      “It’s like this,” I declare. “I’m keeping a diary for the council. They’ll want to see it Thursday. So, tomorrow I’ll record everything that happened today with you and Oinky.” I fan myself with my hands. “You’re both super important to me. It’ll take all day to get it right.”

      Bilge beams. “Fine. It doesn’t need to visit the citadel tomorrow or Thursday.”

      “Perfect.” I spout my wings and speed-fly toward the stairs.

      “It leaves now?”

      “All the potions are shelved.” And if I stay, Bilge might change his mind about tomorrow. He’s tricky like that. I flit down the staircase at double speed.

      “It will stay out of trouble,” calls Bilge after me. “It will avoid that winter prince!”

      “Will do.”

      And I’m not lying about Dare. I absolutely plan to ignore him.

      Tomorrow, anyway.

      -Calla
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      Dear Diary,

      It’s Wednesday and I woke up at dawn. That’s right.

      Me.

      A pixie.

      Dawn.

      That’s just not how life’s supposed to work. Maybe it’s because I’m nervous about visiting Earth today. That doesn’t feel correct, though. What awoke me was an itchy sensation at the back of my head, like I’m forgetting something. I snuggle under my covers before a few minutes before it hits me.

      I didn’t tell Poppa and Muti that I’d skip the citadel today.

      Oops.

      Bilge reports to my parents constantly, so there’s no avoiding the truth. Poppa and Muti will discover that I was a no-show. In turn, that causes questions, uncomfortable situations, and creative truth-telling.

      Time to stop writing and think up a plan. But not before I finish one little thing.

      As part of the New Me plan, I cast a spell and got myself a new hat. I’m sick of wearing flowers all the time and this thing is all billowy fabric. Cute! So I’ll do a super-quick drawing of that.

      Then, I’ll get back scheming. Absolutely.

      - Calla
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      Dear Diary,

      After documenting my gorgeous headgear for all posterity, I craft a brilliant plan for Poppa and Muti. Brace yourself for the smarts, because here’s what happens next.

      Before leaving the acorn, I leave the following note on the dining room table.

      
        
        Dear Poppa and Muti,

        My council check-in is tomorrow. Therefore, I shall spend today at the Fens and write in my journal. By keeping an amazing diary, I will prove myself to be totally mature and (even more) awesome.

        Kisses,

        - Calla

      

      

      Clever, right? Technically, everything I wrote is true. It’s just that I skip over the visiting Earth part of my day.

      You can’t see this, my dear Diary, but I am now making crowd cheering noises while doing the pushing up on the ceiling tiles dance that’s so popular with certain elves.

      Sadly, I can’t celebrate forever. Back to my day.

      With my note complete, I take to the air. My destination? The bestest spot for opening ley doors.

      The Fens.

      Time was, the Fens were the nicest part of the summer realm. I’m talking green trees, chirping birds, and tons of elves romping around. But then Lazare took over and a blight sickened the ley lines everywhere. Illness spread to the summer lands in particular.

      Long story short, troll poop has more charm than the Fens these days. The trees resemble blackened skeletons. Swamp lands replace all the grass. Worst of all, the entire place smells like moth balls and old man farts. The only bright side is that the Fens are so crappy, the place is always deserted. No one’s around to see what I’m about to do.

      Yay for me.

      Not that other fairies could stop me. It’s more that Bilge made me promise to keep my abilities with ley magic on the down-low. Which makes sense. If people knew about citadel doors, they’d line up to use them. And if folks knew I could manipulate ley lines in general, they’d lock me up to leverage that power. I like my freedom.

      After flying about for a little while, I find a relatively stink-free stretch of open ground. Kneeling down, I reach into the earth. At first, there’s nothing—just a bunch of soggy dirt. Then I feel it—the tingle on my palms says I’m close to a ley line. Cool magic brushes against my skin. Gripping the line, I pull upwards. A hefty cord of blue power sits in my hands—more than enough for a trip to Earth.

      And, eew.

      This ley line is definitely struck with blight. Large gray splotches mark up what should be a solid line of glowing blue. All the ill bits are gooey and cold as well. A thread of unease winds up my spine. The blight looks way worse than last time I pulled a ley line. If this keeps up, what could happen next?

      I set the thought aside, mostly because I’ve bigger things to worry about right now. Like Earth.

      Avoiding the sticky and gross bits, I twist the ley line into a door shape. It’s a lot like working with clay, only ley lines can zap your skin if you aren’t careful.

      Soon, I stare at a glowing door that hovers in the air. Perfect. I pull on the handle to reveal rolling green fields divided by a wide gravel road. A few yards away, there sits a heavy wooden sign:

      
        
        Welcome to Glover’s Hollow. Population 1400.

      

      

      It’s a view that’s both good and bad. The nice part is that Griffin’s nearby. The bad part is that whenever I visit Earth, I always get dumped to this same place.

      Sadly, Glover’s Hollow isn’t exactly Thrill-A-Minute Land.

      Before stepping through the door, I summon a sphere of pink power to my right hand. Releasing the magic, I press the energy into a cloaking spell. A moment later, I’m invisible. Hey, you never know what humans will do when confronted with a pixie.

      After stepping through the door, I follow the main road to Glover’s Hollow. The last time I was here, I basically ran over Griffin long before I got to town. For this visit, I’ll need to use my amazing mental skills to track the guy down. The good news is, Glover’s Hollow isn’t exactly overflowing with people. I’ll find Griff, no problem.

      After reaching town, I stroll down the main drag (invisibly, of course.) There’s a Headless Huntress Luncheonette, Headless Grocery Store, and even a Headless Huntress Library. No question about who’s the local legend-slash-tourist attraction. Cheers echo down the street, so I follow the noise. Soon I find a small brick building called—wait for it—the Headless Huntress High School.

      Getting closer.

      Behind the building, a bunch of human kids kick around a checkerboard ball. I saunter my invisible self closer to the green. Sure enough, there’s no missing Griffin’s cropped red hair. I exhale.

      He’s safe.

      There are a number of things I could do now. Top choices: chat with Griffin, discover more about Earth, and maybe even play a prank or two. Instead, a familiar hunger settles into my body.

      These are humans.

      And so are my parents.

      I scan the faces of the adults encircling field. A bitter taste crawls into my mouth. My human parents handed me off to the Ley Queen, who then sent me off to the Winter Elves. The frosty fae asked Bilge for guidance on how to raise me… and that’s how I ended up with ancient citadel workers for parents. Beyond hoping I fit in, Poppa and Muti aren’t all that engaged. Even so, they show an amazing level of family love compared to most fairies.

      Yet it’s nothing next to these human parents.

      The folks here watch every kick of the checkered ball with rapture. Some cheer. Others gasp. A lonely and empty feeling settles into my bones.

      Do my human parents even know I’m alive? Would they care?

      I force my spine to straighten. This stuff sin’t worth worrying about. If anything, I should be happy the Ley Queen even handed me off to begin with. She’s not the nicest of people, even on a good day.

      All of which why I spend so little time on Earth. It’s not because of the horror stories about drinking pee and eating babies named Ruth. It’s the gap of my missing family.

      Time to leave.

      I summon a fresh sphere of pink power. This orb is invisible, same as I am. I toss the energy across the yard; it lands smack into the center of Griffin’s chest. No one suspects a thing, even Griff. Yet now he’s protected from attacks by predators, up to a level five spell. Considering how Lazare’s only sent a level one killer my way, that should be more than enough.

      Right after my spell sinks in, the checkered ball slams into a net. Everyone shouts with joy once more. For some reason, that makes me feel worse than ever.

      After marching back to the welcome sign, I pull up a fresh ley line and return to Faerie. By the time I fly inside my home acorn, Poppa and Muti are already asleep.

      I try to zonk out, too. Unfortunately, that doesn’t happen right away. All of which is why, at this very moment, I’m spending extra quality time recording stuff in my diary.

      And waiting for the High Council check in tomorrow.

      Blech.

      -Calla
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      Dear Diary,

      Council Check-In Time!

      Note: I thought adding an exclamation point at the end of those words would make today seem less sucky. It didn’t work.

      After I wake up and eat my Pixie Os, I fly my sweet self over to the Pinnacle, which is a massive black castle where the council meets. The place is tall, windowless, and has lots of pointy things up top.

      Subtle.

      Landing on the drawbridge, I knock at the huge wooden doors. A small slot opens; a guard scans me.

      “There’s no one here,” says a woman. Based on the musical quality to her voice, this guard is a summer elf. When no one else is around, summer elves are total smart asses.

      I go on tiptoe and wave my hand. “It’s Calla.”

      “Still don’t see anyone,” she snarks. Now I recognize the voice. Monique, a senior guard. She makes short girl jokes all the time. What she lacks in creativity, Monique more than makes up for by being hella repetitive.

      “Oh, you don’t see me because I’m so short. Ha ha. Now open up.”

      Monique isn’t dropping the joke, though. “Wait. Perhaps it’s a child. A mischievous little one who went and turned the council bald.”

      “That’s me, the bringer of baldness.” I thump my fist against the door. “Hurry up already. I’m late for my check-in.” Now, I shouldn’t let the ‘child’ crack get to me, but I’m a curve-free teenager and a pixie to boot. That means everyone thinks I’m nine years old.

      Don’t say it.

      Don’t say it.

      I can’t help but say it.

      “By the way, I’m almost sixteen.”

      The door swings open. A line of guard faces appear in the break. Of course, they all have golden hair, high cheekbones and pointy ears. And they all appear eternally twenty-one or whatever. Stupid elves.

      “You’re really not nine?” asks one.

      “She looks eight to me,” snarks another.

      “How can someone be so little… yet cause so much trouble?” That’s Monique. I’m starting to hate her.

      Raising my right hand, I summon a sphere of pink power to appear above my palm. “You want a piece of this?”

      The guards laugh, but there’s a nervous ring to it. Good.

      “You’re free to go home,” says Monique. “There’s no check-in today.”

      That’s a shocker. “When did this happen?”

      “Just now. A new initiation is taking place instead. Lazare caught a fresh changeling to serve him.” There’s an evil gleam in her eyes that I don’t like at all. I think about Bilge’s warning. A chill rolls across my shoulders.

      “Who’s the changeling?” I ask.

      “A human boy. What do you care?”

      “Does he have freckles, red hair, and sparkly eyes?”

      Monique grins. “Why, yes. It’s your human, Calla.”

      Taking to the air, I fly over the guards’ heads and toward the council reception hall. The guards don’t follow, but that’s no surprise. Everyone knows Lazare wants me dead, exiled or imprisoned. The fact that I’m flying into the council chambers unannounced? That breaks about ten different rules. These guards are happy to set me up. In fact, Lazare might give them all medals.

      Seconds later, I zoom into a huge space made from shiny onyx. Time was, this chamber would be crammed with hundreds of elves, along with other kinds of fae, like goblins, trolls, naiads, and pixies. But that was years ago. Now, only a handful of elves represent everyone.

      Long story long, it takes ages for me to fly across the council chamber. Why can’t they meet near the doors? Sheesh. That said, there is a bright side. I can fly in interesting patterns and leave pink dust trails behind me.

      At last, I reach the far wall and the summer and winter courts. It’s easy to tell who’s who. Summer elves all wait to the left. They’re totally gold: hair, gowns, armor, everything. Winter elves stand to the right. They have way more variety when it comes to hair and skin color. Plus, winter elves have talons for nails, pointy teeth, and dark leather armor for clothing.

      I scan the faces carefully. No Dare today. Le sigh.

      A figure lies crumpled on the floor. I spy a shaved head, tattered robes and shaking limbs. No doubt about it.

      That’s Griffin.

      A weight of guilt settles in my stomach. Sure, I cast a spell to protect this human from assassination attempts, but that wouldn’t stop Griff from being abducted and brought into Faerie. Why didn’t I cast more spells? What was I thinking?

      I kneel beside him. “Griff, are you okay?”

      His blue eyes fix me with a glazed look. “Is this a dream?”

      “Absolutely,” I lie. “Just stay quiet and I’ll get you out of here.” I round on the council. “Who claims this human as their slave?”

      Lazare drums his fingers on the arm of his golden throne. Like always, the guy looks like a blond teenager with pointy features, and I’m not just talking about his ears. Lazare’s nose and chin seem like they could puncture metal. I guess it’s attractive in an elfy sort of way.

      “Others find you entertaining.” Lazare gestures across the room. Many nod their agreement, even some of the summer elves. “You’re their miniature court jester.”

      I roll my eyes. “Whatever.”

      “For my part, I loathe you. You charmed all my underwear to give wedgies… enchanted my eyebrows to run away… and even transformed my shampoo into hair remover. Because of you, I waste time on needless frippery. This cannot continue.”

      I stifle a grin. I’d forgotten about the Great Wedgie Happening. As for my Brow Freedom Project, Lazare has massive eyebrows that are way too dark and bushy. Those things were crying out to become charmed and free.

      Final point. Who uses frippery in a sentence? Only Lazare.

      Narrowing my eyes, I give the protector my most serious look. “Not continuing the frip, got it. So… do you claim this human for slavery or what?”

      “Elves don’t keep slaves,” intones Lazare.

      “You know what I mean. Slave, human changeling, whatever. Who claims Griff?”

      Lazare smiles. “Why, I do. Of course. I brought him here this morning.”

      “You can have any human you want. Why pick my friend?”

      “Why, indeed?” asks Lazare. “I think we both know the answer to that question.”

      Which we do. This is all one big Calla-shaped trap.

      “Set the human free,” I demand.

      “Happy to,” retorts Lazare. “Let’s make a bargain of it.”

      This raises a basic rule of survival in Faerie. Never bargain. I don’t even respond to Lazare’s question. Pulling on the magic inside me, I draw in fresh power. A pink sphere of energy hovers above my palm.

      “I made everyone dance the Macarena for three solid days. Do you really want to test what I can do?”

      Queen Saita—that’s Dare’s mother—shifts in her onyx throne. She’s tall and pale with long black hair. Her white gown glitters like fresh snow on a winter morning. “Perhaps there’s another option. How about you forge a bargain with me?”

      “The faeling already refused my deal,” grumps Lazare. “Now the human must serve me forever.”

      “Forever? Really?” I scan the room. No one says a word. That’s a bad sign. At last, Saita speaks up.

      “I’ve never received an answer on my offer,” states the queen.

      “I’ll pass.” My sphere of power still hovers above my right hand. Whatever Lazare has planned, I can cast a counter-spell.

      “Then let’s get on with it.” Lazare pulls a wand from the folds of his golden cloak.

      At this point, it’s important to restate how wands store magic. Using them means you’re either weak or lazy. In Lazare’s case, I suspect that he’s both.

      Still, fighting the summer fae is going to suck. Mostly because there are twenty summer elves here and just one of me. Not great odds. Plus, Queen Saita won’t lift a finger to help yours truly. In her mind, I’m free entertainment, nothing more.

      Not to mention the big magilla here. Once I attack, I’ve basically written my own ticket to exile or prison.

      My throat tightens. In cases like this, there’s only one person I can rely on for help. Focusing my power, I send magic to my palm line. The mark flares white against my skin.

      Need you, Dare.

      Usually, the light blinks to show Dare got my message. But this time? No response. Ick.

      Counter spells flicker through my head. There’s my piggy-conda, which squeezes people in classic snake-style. But that only works on a single opponent. I could also go for my killer kitty horde. That’s a level seven spell and works best against a group. However, killer kitties require an incantation. Since Lazare is using a wand, I won’t have time for long speeches.

      All of which means I’m probably best off with an orb of protection. That will block Lazare’s magic while keeping Griffin safe. But then what? I can’t hide in a sphere forever.

      Suddenly, a deal doesn’t sound like a crap idea any more. I focus on Saita. Sure enough, she catches my gaze. There’s a knowing look in her gray eyes that says, bargain with me.

      I lower my hand. “All right, I’ll make the bar⁠—”
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      Dear Diary,

      What happens next involves Dare, so I’ll start a new page. Since we’re almost engaged and everything, recording this kind of thing separately is pretty much my job now.

      -Calla
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      Dear Diary,

      When we last left my life, I was about to fight Lazare, the Protector of the Summer Elves.

      That doesn’t happen.

      Instead, the back doors of the meeting hall swing open. Prince Darius marches into the room. Even from a distance, there’s no missing how the firm angles of his face are tight with rage. Dare wears his black body leathers and silver crown. A fur-trimmed cloak flows off his wide shoulders.

      “Calla is under my protection,” calls Dare. “No magic touches her.”

      If I had a gold coin for every time Dare announced this to the council, I’d be a rich pixie. Before, worry had been coiling inside me. Now that knot of anxiety loosens as a massive yelling match begins. This is familiar stuff. And, if I’m being honest, it’s also more than a little entertaining.

      Lazare freaks out on Dare.

      Queen Saita scolds everyone.

      All the summer elves howl at their winter counterparts.

      In fact, there’s so much chaos that no one notices the wine steward come in. His tray overflows with a decanter and goblets. The steward is a human, and his gaze automatically locks on Griffin. They share a look that overflows with misery. And that’s when an idea appears.

      The best prank of all time.

      I shift my weight from foot to foot. This is such a perfect scheme. But how can I do it? I’m already treading on thin ice. There’s no way I can pull another prank.

      I really shouldn’t.

      Griffin does that guy-thing where he wipes away a tear with his knuckle. That settles it.

      One new prank, coming up.

      As the steward passes by, I send a little thread of magic into the wine. Then I inspect the room. Did anyone notice my spell? Doesn’t look like it. There’s still way too much yelling going on. Some diary-worthy highlights.

      “Shred her!” cries one summer elf.

      “Tear off her wings!” That’s another rando blond stooge.

      “We hate you, Lazare!” Those are Lazare’s eyebrows talking. They must have sensed my magic and shown up for some fun. Turns out, it’s a really great idea to give enchanted facial hair squeaky voices.

      Lazare rises from his throne. Throwing his arms in the air, he bellows above everyone. “Watch me destroy her forever!”

      Queen Saita waves at him in a way that says, sit down already. “Calla is an amusement, nothing more. You must calm yourself.”

      Lazare plunks back onto his throne. “I’m trying.” He points right at my face. “Only this one is too much.”

      Another random summer elf steps forward. “How about a refreshment, my Liege?”

      Now I have no idea who this summer elf is, but I could kiss him.

      “Steward!” cries Lazare. “Bring me wine.”

      Which the steward does. It takes everything in me not to rub my hands together and go mwah-hah-hah.

      Once Lazare’s glass is full, the steward circulates the room, offering drinks to other elves. Using maximum casualness, I stroll closer Dare. To be even trickier, I take care to speak from one side of my mouth.

      “Don’t drink that,” I saw in a low voice.

      Dare gives me the side eye. “None of my elves were planning on it. We’ve seen how you work, Calla.”

      Sure enough, drinks are handed out, yet the winter elves don’t take so much as a sip. I guess my sneakiness is getting somewhat predictable. I’ll have to work on that.

      “Now that we’re all calm once more,” states Saita. “How about Calla reports her progress?” She looks to Lazare. “You were the one who wished to question her today.”

      “Quite right.” Lazare downs his entire goblet in one swig. And because they follow their master blindly in all things, the other summer elves finish everything in a single gulp as well.

      This will be so awesome.

      I pretend to cough, just to have an excuse to hide my laughter.

      “How have you been improving yourself?” asks Lazare.

      All eyes focus on me. “Well, I keep a diary. It’s supposed to help with my maturity and self-awareness.”

      Not today, obviously. But in general.

      “Really?” asks Lazare. “Where is this journal?”

      I tap the locket around my neck. “It’s enchanted into this necklace, so don’t get any ideas.”

      Dare turns to me. His gray eyes are so intense, it makes my insides flip around. “You still work at the Pixieland Citadel, do you not?”

      This is an easy question, which I totally appreciate. “Yes, I volunteer and help the potions master, Bilge.”

      Gurgle, gurgle. A gentle noise echoes through the chamber. Someone has an upset tummy.

      One guess who.

      If Saita hears the noise from Lazare’s belly, she doesn’t show it. Instead, she raises her pointer finger. “Before I forget, please tell Bilge I require a new tonic for my ice garden. His growth serum was most effective.”

      “Will do, your Majesty.” I curtsey. “Bilge will be thrilled to know it helped.” Saita’s really into her ice garden. She grows all sorts of winter stuff, like holly and pine. Guess everyone needs a hobby.

      Lazare fidgets in his chair. “What else have you done?”

      Another positive thing occurs to me. “I also care for Bilge’s piggy familiar, Oinky.”

      Lazare’s face flushes red. This is a really powerful spell. Honestly, I have no idea how Lazare is still here. “Do you really think that aiding a pig is a sign of personal improvement?”

      At this point, a super loud noise reverberates through the room.

      GURGLE, GURGLE!

      Everyone else heard it, too.

      Queen Saita rises. “I believe that is enough for today.” She looks to Lazare. “Is it agreeable to cancel the rest of our time?”

      “That’s fine,” says Lazare quickly. “This session of the High Council of Elves is hereby called to a close.”

      “Bathroom is at the end of the hall,” whispers Saita. Although she doesn’t really whisper it, since we all heard her anyway.

      At this point, it’s important to restate how summer elves are indeed more powerful than their winter counterparts. Does Saita enjoy how I take Lazare down a peg or two? Absolutely.

      “Court dismissed!” Next Lazare does that thing where you walk away really fast, all while clenching your butt cheeks. Sighing, I watch all the summer elves all file out behind their leader. Most are doing the poop-walk as well. Sadly, it won’t be long before their magical doctors run a tracer spell and find out I was behind everything.

      I’m in deep trouble, but it’s totally worth it.

      Dare leans in closer. When he whispers, it’s magically enhanced so no one else can hear. “I’ll cast something to block the tracer spells.”

      Now, I know Dare can’t really read my mind. But that came pretty close. “How did you know what I was thinking?”

      “You forget. I’ve known you since the Ley Queen first brought you to our palace.” The hint of a smile winds his wide mouth. “Even as a baby, you were a sneak.”

      “What about the human?” I ask. “He should go back to Earth now, right?”

      Dare inhales a long breath. “I don’t understand why you care.”

      I fold my arms over my chest. “You know I won’t back down, though.”

      Evidently, Saita had been eavesdropping on our chat. She gestures toward Griffin. “Has anyone claimed this mortal?”

      Silence is the only reply.

      “Excellent,” says Saita. “I shall send him back to Earth immediately.” She pulls a wand from the folds of her robe and flicks it at Griff. A coil of blue smoke surrounds my human friend. When the haze vanishes, Griff is gone as well.

      I bow low. “Thank you, Queen Saita.”

      “Most welcome.”

      Dare focuses on his mother. “I’d like to speak to Calla alone.”

      In realty, beams on sunlight don’t flood the chamber at this point. No elf choir materializes in order to sing love sings with the plinky-plink of lute music. Still, I can imagine it all in my wee little brain.

      New section coming up.

      -Calla
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      Dear Diary,

      This mini-story about Dare should be fun to write. It’s not. In fact, it’s almost painful to record what happens next. Why? Because here’s where Dare transforms from a badass protector into a no-fun loser. Good thing he’s cute or I might call off our engagement.

      Not that we’re officially getting married.

      Yet.

      Anyway, everyone’s well and gone when Dare turns to me. “Call-la,” he says in a sing-song voice.

      The moment I get that particular tone, I know.

      This won’t be good.

      Sticking out my hip, I glare, glare, glare. “What’s the bad news?”

      “Why should you say that?” While Dare asks that question, his features transform into the picture of gray eyes and gooey handsomeness. A distraction.

      He can kiss my pixie butt. I still know something’s up.

      “Remember when we found that Pegasus puppy?” I ask.

      Dare nods. “Princess Pampertoes.”

      “Right. We snuck her into your wing of the winter palace and she piddled everywhere.”

      “Pegasus hounds fly, so that was a real mess. The servants were scrubbing the walls for hours.” Dare opens his mouth, ready to go on about puppy clean-up. For a prince, he over-explains the process of sanitizing stuff. Not today.

      “Hey!” I interrupt. “Telling a story here.”

      “Apologies.” Dare bows slightly. “Pray continue.”

      “You’d give that puppy a very particular look and say, time to go outside.”

      “My palace is surrounded by a tundra. Princess P required a heads-up in regards to the change in temperature.”

      “Exactly. That’s the face you’re giving me now. The time to go outside look.”

      “Funny you should say that. Remember when we were kids, how we’d talk about traveling? I believe you might benefit from touring Faerie. Now.”

      At this point, I’m trying not to get excited. It isn’t working very well, though. Mostly because Dare said touring and I’m assuming this is some kind of invitation here.

      For us.

      Rosy images flicker through my mind: Dare and Calla, flying across the mountains, hand in hand. Well, not holding hands because we’d end up steering each other into a cliff wall, but it’s the idea that counts. The pair of us would travel together. My head turns fuzzy with the possibilities.

      Yes, yes, yes!

      I bite my lower lip, which is another sure-fire look according to my kissy books. “Who am I traveling with?”

      Dare sets his fist over his heart. “An honor guard of my best lady warriors.” He grins. “I look forward to receiving your postcards from the road.”

      “Because I’m going alone.”

      “Look, Calla. It’s better than being exiled. Taking a tour would also give the council some breathing room. Meanwhile, you’ll enjoy an adventure.”

      I kick at the floor. “I don’t want to visit Faerie.”

      Dare frowns. “When did that change?”

      I open my mouth, ready to share where I always wanted to visit, really. Earth. Mostly to find my human parents. And I’ve tried to visit, but I keep getting bummed out and heading back to Faerie. But I don’t say any of this aloud. Dare would never understand why I’d seek out my parents in the first place. Most fae see humans as one tick above pond scum.

      “I changed, that’s all. I’m a grown-up woman of many moods.”

      “Calla.” The sing-song voice returneth, only it’s even more sugary this time.

      Danger zone!

      I gesture across Dare’s general face area. “I know that look. It’s the one you gave Princess P when you told her she was going on a puppy vacation.”

      “It was a vacation. We sent her to live on a lovely farm with many other happy canines.”

      I gasp. “You’re sending me to a puppy farm?”

      “I’m protecting you from the council.”

      This is a stunner. I can’t help thinking that’s it’s hard for Dare and I to get married if I’m traveling around with lady warriors and he’s stuck in the winter realm.

      Huh. There is most definitely something else going on here. Dare is of the age to get married. He’s not asking me at the moment.

      That makes me one pissed-off pixie.

      All of which leads to the thing I do best when angry. Scheme. The first part of this process involves asking more questions. Dare is overly trusting when it comes to yours truly.

      “If I did leave, how long should I travel for?”

      “Six months would be enough time.”

      I tap my cheek and debate my next move.

      Just ask him, Calla. Spit it out.

      “Are you getting married?”

      And it’s out.

      “No. It’s as I said before. I simply plan for your safety.”

      My thoughts whirl through this answer. Fairies can’t lie. And elves are a type of fairy. However, they can twist the truth around.

      Only this is Dare. He wouldn’t do that.

      Unless he’s relying on me to be overly-trusting, the same way I’m relying on him. That’s a definite possibility.

      It’s so confusing to be in a relationship.

      “I’ll think about it,” I say at length. “Talking hypothetically, when should I leave? “

      “How about tomorrow?”

      I gasp. This time, the inhale comes complete with setting my hands on my throat and everything.

      “Dare! My birthday is coming up.”

      “I’m sorry.” And he does a very good job of looking apologetic. Dare has these long lashes that enhance the sad factor. “There’s been so much going on, I forgot.”

      “What has been going on, exactly?”

      “I’m trying to get access to King Tristan.”

      “Why? All he does is sleep.”

      “Lazare is out of control. Trying to assassinate you? He’s lost touch with reality. And the blight is growing worse by the day. Some summer elves have actually fallen ill.”

      My eyes widen. “That’s serious.”

      “We only had blight like this once before in our history, and the person who ended it was Tristan. Yet I can’t end the blight or get rid of Lazare if I can’t awaken and reinstate Tristan. That’s hard to do when the king has been placed in some secret spot. No one will tell me where.”

      “That makes sense.” I picture elves with that gray goo on their skin. Not good. And Dare has other things to do now than worry about my sorry butt. “I’ll think about the traveling thing.”

      “Thank you, little hob.”

      Dare gives me a nuggie.

      I’m talking fist to the skull.

      Messing up my hair.

      Total humiliation.

      I wiggle out from under him. “Goodbye, Dare.”

      There’s no avoiding the truth. Dare still sees me as a kid. Which is awful. I take to the air and speed away. Even the long line of summer elves outside the bathroom doesn’t cheer me up.

      Sometimes, it’s not easy being me.

      -Calla
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      Dear Diary,

      After yesterday’s action-packed check-in with the High Council, today started off pretty slowly. First of all, there was no one to greet me at the breakfast table. Bummer. Normally, Poppa and Muti rally their old bones for my return. At the very least, they sleep at the dining room table in a puddle of their own saliva.

      No such luck this morning.

      So I conjure myself a bowl of Pixie Os and make a super-mature list in my diary. After my conversation with Dare yesterday, I still haven’t made my decision about traveling.

      
        
        Reasons to Stay in Pixieland

      

      

      One. Keep playing pranks on the High Council.

      Two. Spend quality time with Bilge and Oinky.

      Three. Continue giving Poppa and Muti something to live for.

      Four. Find out what His Royal Sneakiness Prince Darius is up to (because it’s something!)

      
        
        Reasons to Travel

      

      

      One. Find my human parents on Earth.

      Two. That’s about it.

      I finish my list just as Poppa and Muti flit in for breakfast. About time.

      “Here I am!” I point to my face for emphasis. “I’m sure you were worried.”

      “No,” says Poppa. “Prince Darius told us about your day yesterday.”

      “He did?” I scrunch up my face in confusion. “How did that work?”

      “The prince sent us a letter,” explains Muti. She starts casting bowls of sloppy goop for her and Poppa.

      I hold out my hand. “May I see this letter?”

      “Nope.” Poppa speed-smacks his lips, which is a sure tell that he’s making up a lie. Or he lost another tooth. “We, uh, destroyed the message after we read it.”

      “There was nothing important in it anyway,” adds Muti. “Unless you count the part how he said you’re thinking about traveling across Faerie. Is that true?

      “I’m thinking,” I reply. “As in considering.”

      Poppa and Muti exchange a long look. I’ve seen that glance before. Dare’s message held other information; Poppa and Muti won’t tell me what it is. Good thing they’re both a lot old and a little slow. I’ll get the truth out of them.

      I finish off my bowl of Pixie Os. “What do you know about my parents?”

      “Those worthless humans?” asks Muti. “Why would you care?”

      “I’m a curious pixie.”

      Poppa shrugs. “It’s as we told you. Soon after you were born, you sprouted wings. Your humans became overwhelmed dropped you off at an orphanage. Eventually, you became ours.”

      I tap my spoon against the tabletop. “Nothing else?”

      “Nope,” says Muti. “Oh, there is one thing we forgot.”

      “What?”

      “Your friend is outside,” answers Poppa.

      “You mean Bilge?”

      “Not him,” says Muti. “Another friend.”

      I slump in my seat and think through who this could be. Apart from Bilge, I’ve got no one. “What does this person look like?”

      “Oh,” says Poppa. “You know. Not too fat, not too thin. Not too tall, not too short.”

      “And a lady,” adds Muti.

      I tap my spoon more quickly. “This can’t be a friend. It must be an assassin.”

      Muti fans herself with her weathered hands. “You’ve made an enemy, that’s wonderful.”

      Energy streams through me. I haven’t used my killer kitty spell yet. This could be the perfect opportunity.

      “I’ll just step outside and say hello,” I announce.

      “Be nasty!” says Muti.

      “Lose your temper and kill things,” adds Poppa.

      If the sun cobra was fun, this promises to be even better. All of which is why I’m breaking it out onto a new page.

      - Calla
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      Dear Diary,

      Assassin, here I come.

      Shaking fairy dust off my butt, I quickly change into pink battle leathers because that’s what you wear when kicking ass.

      Shrinking down, I fly through the acorn’s cap. Once outdoors, I retake my full size and—WHAMMO—there’s my target.

      An assassin stands by our oak. The sun rises behind this mystery attacker, leaving their face in shadow.

      It’s such a dramatic moment, I can’t even. I soak in the green vista of our pasture. My towering oak. The rising sun. And me, a badass pixie warrior in pink leather. It’s tempting to cast a spell of background music for the occasion.

      Raising my right hand, I summon a sphere of pink magic. “Who goes here? Or there? No, definitely here.”

      Not my best opening.

      The shadows shift, revealing my opponent.

      It’s a young girl. Strangely enough, she’s just as Poppa said. Her features are both bland and shifting. Whoever this really is, they’re cloaked in a glamour spell.

      “Show yourself,” I call.

      That was much better than the who goes here line.

      The edges of the girl’s body morph and stretch. My heart sinks. I know this visitor.

      It’s the Ley Queen.

      Now, I’m ready for a battle but I’m not cuckoo. No way am I making the first move against someone as powerful as the Ley Queen.

      “Walk with me.” The Ley Queen  strides through the open field behind our tree. I don’t get to see her often, so I really take a closer look. Hair, gown, and wings… Everything about the Ley Queen is blue. Darker lines of blue power twist across her skin in a constant dance.

      I follow beside her. She’s got super-long elf legs, so it’s hard to keep up. “May I ask you a question?”

      “You have my permission.”

      “Why are you here?”

      “Faelings are important to me.” She pauses and looks me over carefully. “I protect what the ley lines create.”

      I’d point out her that her protection wasn’t much help to Finster the troll, but I’m not pushing my luck.

      “I am not pleased,” continues the Ley Queen. “Living with Poppa and Muti should have kept you separated from the rest of Faerie. That did not happen. I do not blame your parents, however. It was Bilge who failed.”

      “Hey. Bilge has done a great job of protecting me.”

      “He’s kept you away from ley lines and citadel doors, but that is all.”

      I stare at the ground and try not to look guilty. I broke Bilge early.

      The colored marks on the Ley Queen’s face swirl more quickly. Seems like that happens when she’s angry.

      “And there is more,” snaps the Ley Queen. “Bilge was supposed to keep you from the Elven High Council. In that, he has also failed. Miserably.”

      “Are you planning to do anything to Bilge? Because I don’t know if that will work out well for you.”

      A ghost of a smile rounds Blue’s mouth. “I shall do nothing to Bilge. It is you that I came here to warn. If you cause more trouble, my hand will be forced. For your own protection, I shall imprison you in a ley line.”

      I bob my head, thinking. What’s a ley line prison, anyway? One way to find out.

      “And what does that mean, exactly?”

      “Suspended animation. You float within a blue sphere of time and space. Later, I’ll remove you again if the opportunity arises.” She taps her wand against her lips. “Perhaps once Lazare is dead.”

      I sniff. “That guy is immortal.”

      “I didn’t say your stay would be short.”

      “And this suspended animation thing. I’m what? Asleep?”

      “You’re awake the entire time. It isn’t ideal, which is why I placed you with Poppa and Muti in the first place. However, it is safe.”

      I tap my cheek and think things through. “I’ve been a bad girl for a while now. Is there anything in particular that’s causing today’s warning?”
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